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2 Editorial
Orthodox Church. In other words, covered by the general norms of the
Catholic Church, Spiritan missionaries work directly at the service of
the religious and pastoral needs of the Orthodox Church. Needless to
say this pioneering work of collaboration, for example, in training of
clergy, translating liturgical texts, evangelising of Ethiopian nomads,
and so on, generates positive and negative reactions.
The next two contributions deal marginally with ecumcnism.
Patrick Claffey, in a sociological analysis of the Christian churches
across Africa, weighs the social impact of the various churches. I lis
examples are drawn mainly from fieldwork in Benin Republic.
Catholicism and "ecumenical Christianity" link social involvement
and development very closely with being Church. African Initiated
Churches and Pentecostalism craft wellbeing in the language of
health, material progress and abundance. Is this a case of religion
turning into the Marxian opium ,of the people? Or is it a cross­
fertilisation of symbols that enables religion to borrow from the world
of development the discourse and technique of reinventing society?
Kenneth Obiekwe, on his part, uses the insight of the late Mennonite
theologian, John IIoward Yoder, to argue for presence as the strategy for
peacemaking in the world. The quality of the church's internal life, its
active focus on effecting social change through nonviolence is both a
prophetic challenge to society and a paradigm for peacemaking. To realise
this, the Churches must transcend many obstacles; top on the list is the
scandal of denominationalism that constitutes a counter-witness to the
Church's mission in the world.
Finally, Bede Ukwuije presents his new book, Trinity and
Inculturation. lIe uses the insight of Evangelical theologian, Ebchard
Jungel, to mark out the concerns of new generation African
theologians in the theological task. Ukwuije argues that African
Christian theology must go beyond apologetics to clearly focus on its
object, the Trinitarian God. The issues that Ukwuije raises, his style of
"reception" of the contribution of pioneer African theologians call for
a major debate that will be the subject matter of the next issue of
Bulletin.
Elochukwu Uzukwu c.s.sp (Milltown Institute Dublin)
Nicholas Omeka (Abia State University)
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Local and Global Exigencies within the Ecumenical Movement:
Analysis of the Ecumenical Scene in South African Catholicism
Peter Uzochukwu I
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Belgium.
Introduction
On the global level, Catholic Church documents recognize their
insufficiency in providing for all the local needs of the various
.
regions 'that make up their global communion. The Second Vatican
Council decree on ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio', and the
Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on
Ecumenism," which are global norms on ecumenism for Catholics,
I Peter Uzochukwu has handed in his doctoral thesis on Ecumcnisrn; his defence
comes up in July, 2008.
)
According to article 8 of the- Second Vatican Council's decree on ecumenism,
local church hierarchies can, unless the statutes of the Bishops' Conference or the
Holy See state otherwise, use their discretion to adapt to their local contexts,
some elements in the general policy on sharing in spiritual heritage among
Christians, communicatio in sacris. Second Vatican Council, ....Decree on
Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio," in Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils,
Vol. II, Trent to Vatican /I, (ed.), Norman P. Tanner (Washington. DC:
Georgetown University Press, 1990) 908-920. Henceforth UR.
3 On its part, article 18 of the Directory for the Application of Principles and
Norms on Ecumenism identifies some factors that necessitate the adaptation of
the general Catholic policies on ecumenism to regional contexts and situations.
Such include: diversity of nations, differences of relations between the Catholic
Church and other churches or ecclesial c-ommunities. See, Pontifical Council for
the Promotion of Christian Unity' (PCPCU), Directory for the Application of
Principles and Norms on Ecumenism (Vatican City: s.n. 1993) #18, Since this is
the revised and harmonised version of two previous versions of the ecumenical
directory (that were issued separately in 1967 and 1970). I prefer to cite it as
Revised Directory (RD). To manage such diverse situations well RD urges
Bishops in various regions "to issue practical norms for the needs and
opportunities presented by diverse circumstances in the light of the prescriptions
of the supreme Church authority" (RD #39 §2). Diocesan commissions are
enjoined to adapt the decisions of their respective Episcopal conferences to their
contexts (RD #44b and 84); and Catholic centres of formation or educational
institutes are also asked to adapt curriculum and programmes of their ecumenical
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make provisions for local adaptations and complementation. Acting
on these provisions and being fully convinced that the local African
context has its peculiar local ecumenical needs various dioceses in
Africa have issued their own ecumenical directives.4 Taking the
case of the 2003 local directory on ccumenism issued by the
Southern African Catholic Bishops' Conference (SACBC) under
the title Directory on Ecumenism for Southern Africa (DESA),5 the
current study analyzes not only the need for such a vital ecumenical
tool in Africa but also correlates its insights with the global norm of
the Catholic Church on ecumenism and the prevailing context in
African Christianity. After examining the ecumenical features of
the local church that issued DESA, there will be a comparative
study of the areas of continuity and discontinuity between it
(DESA) and the global Catholic document (RD) which it seeks to
locally complement. Thereafter, the extent DESA goes in exposing
the particular ecumenical needs of the area will be investigated.
Next, there will be an analysis of the quality or efficiency of
DESA's measures in addressing the local needs. Finally, the
imperative of inserting DESA within the larger African Catholic
formation to the concrete situations of life of persons and groups undergoing
training with them (RD ##5, 44, 56 and 84).
,1
From the replies to a recent empirical survey conducted from March 2005 to
May 2006 by this author on the 546 local churches in Africa (Dioceses. Vicariate
Apostolic, Prefectures, and Episcopal conferences), it was discovered that a
sizeable number of local churches in Africa have issued documents in the form
of ecumenical directory, though the majority have not. One of the carliest among
them was issued in June 1965 at the plenary meeting of the Zambia episcopal
conference, whose directives to the clergy and laity of the country centred on
intercommunion and sacramental or non-sacramental sharing with non-Catholic
churches. Adrian Smith, "Ecumenisrn in Zambia," AFER 9 (1967): 101-107,
103. The directory issued by the Southern African Conference of Bishops, which
is under analysis here is one of the most express forms of such directories.
5 This was issued by the Southern African Catholic Bishops' Conference
(SACBC) for use in the local churches under its jurisdiction. Southern African
Catholic Bishops' Conference, Directory Oil Ecumenism for Southern Afric«
(Pretoria: Department for Ecumenism and Inter-Religious Dialogue, 20m).
Henceforth D£SA.
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and Christian perspectives or realities will form the basis of my
appraisal.
The Ecumenical Features and Potentials of the Local Church in
Africa: The Case of SACBC
As a case in point for assessing the ecumenical features and
potentials of the local church in Africa, a study is made here of the
local ecumenical directory issued bY,the Southern African Catholic
Bishops' Conference. The majority of the inhabitants of the areas
within the southern part of Africa are Christians. Possibly as a
result of the late arri val of the Catholicism in this area, Catholics
find themselves in a minority." Factors like this may tend to
dimini sh the ecumenical importance of the directives from the
Catholic Church in this region. Nevertheless, the publication of
DESA and the conduct of local ecumenical dialogues, which this
local church has successfully accomplished, tend rather to accord it
(1 Out of the total population of Southern Africa (put at 39,820,000 in 1995),
close to 70% are Christians among whom Catholics account for 2,880,000 (i.e.,
7.2% of Christian population in Southern Africa). While the Reformed, the
Anglican and the Free Church traditions were established in this area by the very
first Dutch and British settlers, the first resident Catholic bishop only arrived the
Cape in 1837. For instance, according to Jonathan N. Gerstner, the first
permanent minister of the Reformed Church arrived the Cape of Colony in 1665.
Jonathan N. Gerstner, "A Christian Monopoly: The Reformed Church- and
Colonial society under Dutch Rule," In Christianity in South Africa: A Political,
Social, and Cultural History, Perspectives on Southern Africa, 55, eds., Richard
Elphick & Rodney Davenport (California: University of California Press, 1998)
16-30, 16. Also contributing to the slow spread of Catholicism in this part of the
world was the fact that even after their arrival, Catholic priests 'initially focused
their ministry on some isolated segments of the people many of whom were Irish
soldiers, DESA #1.1; #1.2; #1.3. Thus the Catholic Church was not only late in
coming into Southern African region (when compared with some other
churches), it was also slower than they in getting itself well-established. Little
wonder then that numerically speaking, it is in a minority position in this area.
The surprising thing though is that even as the Catholic Church was also late in
getting itself established in some other areas of Africa like Nigeria, it has
eventually overtaken most other earlier-arrived churches both in number and in
infrastructure. This was not the case in Southern Africa.
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a leading position in the ecumenical movement not just within the
Southern African region but also in the entire African Catholicism
and Christianity. -s,
The fact that it took exactly thirty-years," after the enabling
decrees of the Second Vatican Council, before this body could
become a full member of the already existing South African
Council of Churches, shows how slow it could be in applying the
teaching of the church. It is also an indication of how effectively
this local church cart address pressing local ecumenical needs and
how willing it is in reciprocating the ecumenical gestures from the
other Chri sti an ch urches,
Furthermore, it needs to be seen how sufficiently this local
church can identify with the exigencies of life within its
surrounding vicinity namely, Africa South of the Sahara. When one
considers the fact that the latter is acclaimed in some Catholic
documents to be the domain of the image of the church as the
family of God-a region that is also increasingly being recognised
as the emerging centre of gravity for global Christianity-some
questions tend to arise. How much of the general ecclesial reality in
Africa is reflected in DESA and how far is it contributing to the
collective search for an African identity within global Catholic
ecumenical tradition? DESA needs to make it more evident that it
has taken into consideration the situation of li fe outside its
immediate confines. Also, its policies need to explicitly portray the
other churches in posiuvc light. Apart from seeking to
ecumenically reposition the local churches, its directives need also
/
According to DESA, it was only in 1995 that the Catholic Church in Southern
Africa under the auspices of SACBC became a full member of the South African
Council of Churches (SACC). The council, according to the statement on its
website, has been established since 1968. See "Corne Celebrate! 25 Years of the
SACC: 1968--1993,"ln http://www.sacc.org.za/about/celebrateO.htmlr Accessed
19.09.2007]. Although the Second Vatican Council, which ended in 1965, has
given an express mandate for the Catholic Church to join the "ecumenical
movement, SI\CBC rather continued to maintain an observer status in SI\CC for
the thirty years that followed such mandate. IJESA It l.7.
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to embody. the solicitude for fellowship with the other churches in
its neighbourhood and in the larger African context.
Nevertheless, for successfully resisting the minority syndrome
(i.e., a situation in which a minority group easily succumbs to
liberalism in the face of an overwhelming majority group), and for
preserving even a strict Catholic stance in their ecumenical
endeavours (cf., DESA #6.5.4), SACBC's efforts need some
commendation. This is more the case in the prevailing situations
whereby many 'local churches in Africa would claim to be too
preoccupied with some other tasks (e.g., getting their young
churches well-established) and thus declare themselves not ready
yet for ecumenism. Nonetheless, DRSA's rigorous stance might
likely make ecumenical relation with the Catholic Church very
cumbersome for the other churches.
Catholic Ecumenical Directories: Correlating Catholicity with
Local Diversities
Inside the front-cover page of the booklet containing the Directory
011 Ecumenism for Southern Africa (DESA), a bold print reads:
"approved by the SACBC in consultation and agreement with the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith."g Needless to say, such
a consultation and agreement between the Holy See (as the central
administrative and magisterial body within the Catholic Church)
and regional or national bodies of the church is very important,
especially when such is made in a mutually enriching way. In fact,
documents produced through such a process are often accorded
higher value and respect. Such an approach often aims at a
constructive blending of the universal vision or goal (fostered
mainly by the Holy See) with legitimate local diversities (which
local hierarchies should also be attenti ve to) in the same Catholic
Church.9 Moreover, the drive for the constant renewal of the church
x
See the publication data page of the booklet containing the 2003 version of
/)/<.'SI\.
I)
Indeed Lumen Gentium # 13 enjoins the chair or St Peter to protect "legitimate
differences" of local churches while also ensuring that such differences do not
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at all levels, especially that of giving it a firm root in various
cultures or inculturation 10, stands in need of such a consultation.
One thing, however, seems very puzzling. DESA makes no mention
�
of having consulted the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of
Christian Unity (PCPCU) under whose domain ecumenism in the
Catholic Church squarely falls. It seems strange, all the more,
especially when one recalls the clear instructions that RD has
d 11
..
f I I di
.
rna e concernmg Issuance 0 oca Irsctones.
At this juncture, a correlation of the directives and policies in
the two documents under examination seems expedient. To start
with, there is no questioning whether or not DESA has preserved
the universal Catholic policies and practice of ecumenisrn. This
seems obvious. Apart from its profuse references to RD, it also
draws insights from a number of Second Vatican Council
documents like Unitatis Redintegratio, lJR (see DESA n. 8),
hinder unity but rather contribute towards it. Second Vatican Council. "Lumen
Gentium," in Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, Vol. II, Trent to Vatican II,
(ed.), Norman, P. Tanner (Washington. DC: Georgetown University Press, 1990)
849··898 (hereinafter, LG). The local churches in Africa are entitled to promote
their tradition without in anyway lessening the primacy of the Chair of Peter.
John Paul II. Ecclesia in Africa, #1 L
10
Inculturation, as John Paul II teaches, has two dimensions. It entails both "the
intimate transformation of authentic cultural values through their integration in
Christianity" and "the insertion of Christianity in the various human cultures."
John Paul II, Redemptoris Missio (7 December, 1990), in AAS 52 (1991): 229.
11
Explaining the rapport or protocol that should be followed in PCPCU's
execution of its function, especially when these involve national, regional or
diocesan ecumenical bodies or structures, RD states that "the coordination of the
ecumenical acti vities of the entire Catholic Church requires that these contacts be
reciprocal. It is therefore appropriate that the Council be informed of important
initiatives taken at various levels of the life of the Church. This is necessary. in
particular, when these initiatives have international implications such as when
important dialogues are organized at a national or territorial level with other
Churches and ecclesial Communities. The mutual exchange of information and
advice will benefit ecumenical activities at the international level as well as those
on every other level of the Church's life. Whatever facilitates a growth of
harmony and of coherent ecumenical engagement also reinforces communion
within the Catholic Church." RD #54.
'
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Dignitatis /Jumanae (sec DESA n. 4.1.5) and Lumen Gentium (see
DE'SA n. 4.1.5). It also reflects documents of the Holy See like the
1981 document from John Paul II, On the Role of the Christian
Family in the Modem World, Familiaris Consortia (see DESA nn.
7.1; 7.3� 7.9) and the Rite for Christian Initiation for Adults (see
DES/\. nn. 4.1.6.1). From the perspective of regional African
Catholicism, however, DESA shows no clear sign of having been
enriched with local. insights from Ecclesia in A/rica12 (correctly
described as the most authoritative ecclesiastical document of our
time on African Catholicism). Insights from the Symposium of
Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar (SECAM) or the
other regional Catholic bodies in Africa did not also feature in
DESA. As such; one can argue that the central features of the
continent's ecumenical experiences may be lost on the Southern
African area if it fails to draw from or plug into the regional
ecumenical ideas or insights.
Indeed, adapting universal policies to local contexts is not an
easy task. Little wonder then that some of the provisions in /)l::S/\.
betray a dilemma of interests.':' Its author (SACBC) sometimes
17. John Paul II variously describes the message of Ecclesia in Africa, (a
document he issued after drawing from the proposals of Synod of Bishops'
special assembly for Africa) as one with a very far-reaching goal in Africa.
According to him, it is of "decisive importance" iEcclcsia ill Africa, It 1), of
"fundamental" relevance (Ibid., #8) and of "profound significance" iLbid., It 19)
first for the church in Africa as well as the uni versal church. Thus, it is difficult
to understand why the opportunities offered in such an important document
(which surprisingly features only once in DESA namely in at the preamble) could
not be fully explored in DESA for the benefit of developing a virile (yet
universally authentic) local Catholic ecumenical thrust.
13 In its article 5, RD did actually state that it "does not intend to deal with the
relationship of the Catholic Church with sects or new religious movements." So,
it is possible that ten years after such a stern declaration, there has been better
understanding of the phenomenon of sects and new religious movements in the
Catholic Church. This may have encouraged the authors of DESA (published in
2(03), who actually com� from the African cultural milieu (where numerous
groups of new indigenous churches and religious movements operate), to boldly
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finds itself oscillating between being faithful to the global Catholic
vision and being relevant to the local context. For instance, in its
choice of local dialogue partners, it apparently prefers to deal with
the local branches of globally more popular churches (like those in '\
the Anglican and Reformed traditions) instead of the Ethiopic
independent churches and the Zion Christian Churches), which the
same SACBC says boasts of a very significant local Christian
presence in South Africa.
14
On another note, having RD as its anchor text," should in no
way exonerate DESA. from incorporating relevant local insights. In
fact, it is only natural to expect in DESA a substantial measure of
local insights. Of course, local ecumenical needs and uni versal
ecumenical policies of the church are not two irrcconci lable
opposites. Indeed, it is very possible and desirable to pay equitable
loyalty to the demands of both. What is unacceptable is a situation
where universal policies are made to suppress genuine local needs
or, on the other hand, efforts are so concentrated on local needs that
the universal goal of ecumenism is forgotten. Either way can
deprive the whole system of its legitimate source of rich diversity
and growth. 'The relationship between RD and DE'SA should be that
of a universal anchor-document and its local adaptation; each
complementing the, other. This is clear from the perspective of the
declare their readiness to dialogue with the Ales. This is an example of such
dilemma.
14 See the list of existing dialogue (DESA # 1.7) and the statement on the
Ethiopian churches (DESA # 1.5).
15 Indeed DESA, which draws about 97% of its references from RD alone, has
neither footnotes nor endnotes. Even documents of the Holy See, including RD,
bear eloquent testimony of the versatility and coherence of their insights by
always posting very rich and vast references to fundamental and ancillary works
at their endnotes. That DESA was drafted "in consultation and agreement" with
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, does not foreclose any possible
constructive effort to enrich RD with local imageries, insights or concepts and
apply it to the local context. Such an effort would have ensured that the local
directory embellishes its originality all the more, with familiar and evocative
African symbols that stimulate its audience into action and make them identify
with the cause of ecumenism as their own as well.
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one purpose they serve, namely, the ecumenical regeneration of the
one Catholic Church.
There is no need to restate here that RD is a universally­
generated document embodying global Catholic ecumenical vision
and policy just as Dh'SA is a locally-generated text with sensitivity
to local ecumenical needs. The seemingly overwhelming anchorage
on RlJI6 rather tends to present DRSA as unduly focusing more on
global Catholic interest or ideal with little attention to increasing
calls to blend global visions with local realities. With regard to
approach, emphasis or orientation, however, they seem to differ.
While RD presents a global picture with an inductive approach,
/)l�'SJ\ on its part, deducti vely pursues the local ecumenical
regeneration of the Catholic Church in Southern Africa. Over all,
the current effort remains not only a useful means of exposing the
interplay between local and universal demands in the same church.
It is also a way of exploring the church's rich diversity while
promoting its global catholicity.
The Local Directory, DESA: A Textual and Critical Analysis
The seven-sectioned directory, presumably meant for the whole
mcrnbcrship'" of the Southern African local church, follows
16
Making references to a total of 107 different articles in RD, D/�'SJ\ was able to
raise its 80 paragraphs of directives and recommendations. A thorough
elucidation and local adaptation of RD, which DESA hopes to achieve by so
doing, entails more than a recapitulation of RD. It also involves a creative rc
reading and application of RD, in such a way that can even enrich the general
Catholic ecumenical tradition.
1"1
Though one can argue that DESA is meant for the clergy and laity in the local
churches within the jurisdiction of the Southern African Catholic Bishops'
Conference, it is not easy to determine its immediate audience or legitimate
executors. This is unlike in UD where the Pastors of the Catholic Church and
even all the faithful are clearly identified as the target audience. RD #4. A clear
indication of those for whom DESA directives arc meant (like pastors, leaders,
ccurncnists or the generality of the faithful in Southern Africa) is very necessary
bearing in mind that the area designated as "Southern Africa," refers to other
countries together with the highly popular South Africa. For instance, the UN
scheme of geographic regions groups five countries, namely, Botswana, Lesotho,
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sequentially the same order that is found in the outline of RD.
IS
However, judging some of the items in RD to be more appropriate
for the task of addressing their local needs, the authors of DHSA
had to focus on some issues'" leaving out the others. Apart from
section 1 of DESA, which makes a short historical exposition of
church divisions in South Africa," the approach in the other five
Namibia, South Africa and Swaziland, under the area designated as Southern
Africa (sec http://encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/Southern-t-Africa
[Accessed 18: 12:2006]) whereas the homepage of the Southern African Catholic
Bishops' Conference represent the conference as being made up bishops from
three countries (Botswana, South Africa and Swaziland). See Southern Africa
Catholic Bishops' Conference, "About Us: Nature" In
http://www.sacbc.org.za/Sitelindex.php?option==com content&task=view&id=10
6&Itemid= 103 [Accessed 08.10.2007]. Knowledge of such complexities could
have compelled DESA 's authors to be more precise.
18 RD has the following outline in this order: I. The Search for Christian Unity;
II. Organization in the Catholic Church at the Service of Christian Unity; III.
Ecumenical Formation in the Catholic Church; IV. Communion in Life and
Spiritual Activity among the Baptized; and V. Ecumenical Cooperation,
Dialogue and Common Witness. On the other hand, DESA has the following
outline: section 1. History of divisions in Africa. This can as well be regarded as
_ effort to trace the common journey of Christians in the area. Then, sections 2-7 .
are arranged as follows: 2. Promoting the Catholic Church's Contribution to
Ecurnenisrn; 3. Ecumenical Formation in the Catholic Church; 4. Promoting
Community Life and Spiritual Activity between Baptised Christians; 5. Sharing
Spiritual Activities and Resources; 6. Sharing Sacramental Celebrations and 7.
Inter-church Marriages. Its section 8 consists of the concluding admonitions. It is
not difficult to sec the similarity in sub themes as they arc presented in both
documents.
19 Sections 4-7 of DESA are all derived from section IV of RD.
'20 The historical account given in DESA, offers the reader a glimpse of the level
of complexity and diversity obtainable among the numerous Christian
communities in the region. What seems to be missing in DESA's approach to
historical exigencies is perhaps a decision outlining the limit of ccclesiological or
ecclesial diversities it can regard as locally legitimate. This would have helped
the search for an ecclesiological common ground among the African churches or
ecclesial communities; especially as it could help to articulate the local African
notions of the church and of Christian unity as well as the implication of church
communion in Africa. These would have enriched the general notions of church
unity and communion which have been given in RD.
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sections of this thirty-page document remain the same. First, there
is always a recapitulation of pertinent policies in RD followed by a
set of some 'recommendations.' For instance, taking its bearing
from RD #55-91, section 3 of DESA opens by summarising in #3.1
and 3.2 what it considers important regarding ecumenical
formation in the local scene. This is followed in #3.3-3.5 by
concrete recommendations. The same procedure is maintained in
sections 4, 5, 6, and 7. 'The one exception to this format is section 2
which entirely consists of recommendations drawn from articles
37 -54 of RD concerning ecumenical structures. In all cases, the
basic approach of selecting from RD what is considered relevant to
local context prevails. This applies also in the somewhat didactic
section 2 formulated in a somewhat different style.
Seemingly convinced that the strengthening of local structures
is a major way to promote the Catholic Church's contribution to
ccumcnism in its region, DESA devotes its section 2 entirely to the
task of establishing efficient ecumenical structures. The eleven
recommendations under this section equitably demonstrate that
such a contribution to ecumenism has either intra ccclesial (DESA
#2.1; 2.l.1; 2.2) or inter-ccclcsial (DESA #2.1.2; #2.4.1: #2.4.2.1;
#2.4.2.2; #2.5 and #2.6) dimensions, depicting a give and take
situation. This supports our position that efforts towards the
internal ecumenical renewal of the Catholic Church should be
complemented by those of reaching out to other churches. Only one
article under this section (#2.3) has both orientations in itself. It
would have been appropriate if DESA had endeavoured, through its
recommendations, to contextualize the general Catholic principles
of ecumenism or at least confront the latter with local needs. What
rather seems obvious is that almost all the recommendations in
DESA have ended up simply rephrasing or recasting the provisions
in RD.
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Perhaps, taking cognisance of the living conditions and
prevailing praxis-oriented worldvicws in Africa," D/;_.·SA
endeavours to give a pastoral tone to its injunctions. Hence, issues
of practical Christian life dominate its outline, namely, ecumenical
formation, promoting community life and spiritual activity between
baptised Christians, sharing spiritual activities and resources, and
then sharing sacramental celebrations and inter-church marriages, It
is, however, difficult to understand how a local church in Africa (in
this case, the Southern Africa Episcopal conference) with all the
overriding historical needs for social justice and socio-cultural
dcvclopmcnr" docs not consider the cooperation of Christians in
the socio-cultural sphere of human life an important issue.
Otherwise, how else can one explain the omission, in this
document, of such an important theme which section V of RD did
deal extensively with. As it is, the entire section V of RD, which
deals with the collaboration of Catholics with other Christians in
the socio-economic domain, did not recei ve explicit treatment in
DESA. 'The decision to leave out such an important aspect of the
ecumenical encounter in Africa, where issues of socio-political
nature dominate the churches' concern, begs for questions. Again,
one would expect in a church document from such an area that is
),1 In Africa. the emphasis is not on formulas or theories but experience. Brian
Hearne, The Seeds of Unity, Eldoret: Gaba publications. 1976, 47.
�).
IJESA itself has earlier acknowledged in It 1.7 that "cooperation in the areas of
social concerns" especially the fight against apartheid, led the churches in South
Africa to establish the South African Council of Church. Also, the Lineamenta
for the synod of Bishops' Special Assembly for Africa rightly points out that the
broader field of development, the promotion of justice, peace and defence of
human rights, constitute in themselves opportunities, which the churches in
Africa need to take full advantage of in forging strong ecumenical collaboration
among themselves. General Secretariat of the Synod of Bishops' Special
Assembly for Africa, The Churcli in Africa and her Evangellsing Mission
towards the Year 2000 .. You Shall be my Witness (Acts J :8)" Lineamenta,
(Vatican City: Librcria Edice, 1990) #61. Henceforth Liueamenta. One is,
therefore, right to expect some innovative directives from DESA regarding
collaboration of the churches on the socio-economic and cultural domains in
Africa.
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blessed with a relatively high standard of literary and scholarly
tradition, to prize highly such issues like ecumenical dialogues,
ecumenical cooperation in Institutes of Higher Studies or in post
graduate theological studies more than what one actuall y sees in
DESA #3.5. The only injunction regarding formal theological
dialogue is a passing reference to already conducted ecumenical
dialogues (cf. DESA #l.7), and the "prayerful reflection," which it
enjoins on catholic lay organisations (cf. DESA #2.5). It must,
however, be stated that to have successfully conducted a multi­
lateral ecumenical dialogue between the Catholic Church, on the
one hand, and the Anglicans, Pentecostals and the Dutch Reformed
Churches, on the other, is a rare feat in Africa the fruit of which
needed ipso facto to have been made more evident in the insights
contained in this document.
A careful reading of DESA does throw up the following
questions: first, did it succeed in identifying the genuine needs or
the ecumenical concerns of the local churches under its
jurisdiction? Secondly, what measures did it take in order to
address these needs; and how effective are the measures?
Issues ofGenuine Local Ecumenical Concerns
Shortage of viable means of bringing the myriad of churches to
reach out to one another and the need to evolve appropriate models
or at least to integrate some positive local values into the
ecumenical enterprise, represent the main forms of local
ecumenical concern that every local ecumenical directory in Africa
needs to address. The Southern part of Africa, like many other
areas of this continent, has witnessed not a few socio-ethnic and
geopolitical conflicts, which have brought sad memories of
mistrust among the local Christian communities. 'The obnoxious
socio-political structure of Apartheid did provoke in South Africa
numerous Iiberationist as well as sycophant groups (Christians not
excluded). As such, local Christian communities still bear some
grudges against one another for past complicity or dubious silence
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in the face of such opprcssion.v' One of the greatest ecumenical
challenges that thus face the churches in this locality has to do with
re-establishment of mutual trust and healing of past sad memories
among thcmsclves.r" This requires more of corporate solution from
n Such complicity includes not only possible acts of accommodating Apartheid
practices in their structures but also some �estures of aloofness by which some
churches stayed away from the people's common struggles for liberation. Noel
Bruyns, "South Africa's Churches Confess Their Complicity with Apartheid," In
http://www.wfn. org/19971l2/msgOOI07.html [Accessed 08:10:2007]. A case of
aloofness, can be argued against the Catholic Church, which seemingly distanced
itself from the anti-Apartheid body which was formed by some non-Catholics.
The latter had rallied themselves together to fight against the Apartheid regime;
formed a Council (the Christian Council of South Africa in 1936 that
transformed into SACC in 1968); and sustained their common efforts without the
Catholic Church which onlybecame a full member in 1995. James N. Arnanze,
.... .I 00 Years of the Ecumenical Movement in Africa," Journal of Theology for
Southern Africa 105 (1999): 1-15, 11. Though the Catholic Church may have
mounted its own separate anti-Apartheid struggle, such distancing could be
misread. The same goes for the other churches which may have done similar
things. Hence, any opportunity for the churches to correct such misconceptions
and win back each other's trust and friendship in the current ecumenical
dispensation should be grabbed.
24 In the case of South Africa for instance, it is obvious that many Christian
denominations share guilt in one form or the other regarding the roles they
played or omissions they made during the Apartheid era. Jurgens Hendriks and
Johannes Erasmus, "Interpreting the New Religious Landscape in Post-Apartheid
South Africa," Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 109 (2001): 41-65, 65.
See D. Louw, "The Healing Power of Forgiveness," In Meeting the Future:
Christian Leadership ill South Africa, eds., Ducan Buchanan & Jurgens H.
Hendriks (Randburg, South Africa: Knowledge Resources, 1995) 149-156. In
one case, quoting the church's resolution in a 1960 consultation, J. W. Hofmeyr,
J. A. Millard and C. J. 1. Fronernan. accuse the Netherlandich Reformed Church
of having supported the Apartheid policy as "the only realistic solution for race
relations in South Africa." See J. W. Hofrneyr, J. A. Millard, C. J. J. Fronernan,
eds., History of the Church ill South Africa: !\ Document & Source Book,
Pretoria, South Africa: University of South Africa, 1991,216. Tristan Borer, in
the same vein, presents the Catholic Church under the auspices of SACBC as
having dragged its feet both in joining the SACC and in bringing itself to overtly
condemn Apartheid or declare the Apartheid regime illegitimate. Tristan Anne
Borer, Challenging the State: Churches as Political Actors in South Africa /980-
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the churches' top leadership structures most of which are yet to
imbibe the ecumenical spirit.25 'This introduces us to the allied need
for ecumenical formation in local ecumcnism, which D�'SA ##3.4
and 3.5 also recognize among especially its lay members and future
priests. It seems, however, that DESA is faced with another related
problem, namely, training of ecumenical experts and serving clerics
whose input do have a defining effect on the ecumenical life of the
local church.
Generally, there is a high rate of quarrel-laden proliferation of
churches and ccclesial communities in Africa.r" Together with the
above-mentioned minority status of the Catholic Church in
Southern Africa, this increases the challenges facing Catholic
ecumenical initiative in this region. So, DESA, as a pioneering
effort of the Southern African Catholic church hierarchy, needs to
institute channels of closer rapport with other Christian groups at
least to boost its interdenominational appeal. These measures can
1991, Notre Dame. IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1998,5. In another area
of this work, ( Ibid., 80) the scholar also accuses SACC of having refrained from
an outright condemnation of the new reformed apartheid constitution. So, one
way or the other, Christian communities did not fully meet each other's
expectations which somehow may still remain a barrier to the smooth
relationship between them in the post-Apartheid era. This underscores the need
for the churches to mutually ask each other for pardon and forgiveness in the
new ecumenical dispensation.
.
).:; Hearne recounts that the emergence of indigenous church hierarchies in Africa
did help to douse tensions between local Christian communities. Hearne, The
Seeds of Unity. 47. Generally, among small scale communities (as in Africa) the
society thrives on mutual encouragement and leadership by example. In such
communities. one cannot overestimate the import or influence of ecumenically
committed church-leadership on local ecumenism. This goes to illustrate how
ecumenically beneficial it could be if church leaders fully embraced the cause of
Christian unity in Africa .
.�()
Many new churches are springing up almost on weekly basis in Africa. As has
been aptly described by Adrian Hastings. the mutual acrimonies witnessed
among the churches' early missionaries in Africa, still feeds the churches'
current biases. Adrian Hastings, "Ecumenical Retlections," AFER Vol. 9, no. 2
( 1967):96-100, 97. For discussion on real essence and models of Christian unity
to be successful, these matters need to be addressed.
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best be taken corporately, i.e., through official acts or legislations;
hence the need for ecumenically motivated and skilled church
leaders. Allied to this is the need for ecumenical training of the
clergy, which even RD #19 recommends.27
Intercommunion as Major Local Need and
Concern:
DESA did identify some areas of friction'" between the local
Christian communities, in reference to which it calls for local
dialogue. I will limit my comments here to the issue of
intercommunion, which touches on the cultural sensitivity of
Africans. A definitive position in RD #129 (restated in DESA
#6.3.2) holds that "in general, the Catholic Church permits access
to its Eucharistic communion and to the sacraments only to those
who share its oneness in faith, worship and ecclesial life." In
general, however, this position constitutes one of the unbending
points in Catholic principles of ecumenism which needs
improvement. 'Theologically speaking, Christ's incarnation, earthly
ministry, and paschal mystery are a series of unreserved self-giving
that remains unrestrictedly open to all.29 If Jesus Christ were to be
physically around today, it is doubtful if he would follow the path
of barring anyone from receiving the Eucharist at his hands. 'This
7.'/ As if to re emphasize this fact /?D #: 162 further warns that "the wounded
memories and the heritage of a history of separation ... , each can set limits to
what Christians can do together at this time:'
],8 IJESA calls for local dialogue with other churches on some aspects of baptism
like the cases where there is doubt regarding the validity of any church's baptism
or its formula (1t4.1.2) or where there is an interchange of official sponsors
(lt4.1.4). One can easily see that the former is typical of Catholic canonical
approach while the latter, though not very new to the general Catholic
ecumenical process, is very much in line with African sense of hospitality.
7.9 The ugliness of depriving someone the opportunity to partake of the Eucharist
(especially when one has expressed the requisite belief in it and has also
requested for it) becomes glaring when one situates the Eucharist. as John
Hadley has done. within the realm of Christ's universal saving mystery. John
I ladlcy, Bread of the World: Christ and the Eucharist Today, London: Darton.
I .ongman and Todd, 1989, 2.
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also runs counter to all known African cultural values especially
Africans' exemplary conviviality and commcnsality.l" At
ceremonies in Africa, for instance, no one among the assembled
people, not even mad persons strolling by, except one who has
been found guilty of heinous crimes against the community, is ever
excluded from communal feasts, as it has been done in DRSA, even
when they entail cultic meals.3) In line with the African values of
community, what the local African Catholic ecumenical authorities
may need to consider is definitely not such unmitigated public
exclusion. Rather, drawing on some theological insights like the
guest Christology.Y an option that entails a discrete invitation to
10
Sharing meals together has great significance in African communities. It is one
of the most intimate ways of expressing deep cordiality, trust and harmony of
existence, See. Symposium of the Episcopal Conferences of Africa and
Madagascar .. The Churcli as Family of God. lnstrutuentutn laboris and Pastoral
Letter, (Accra, Ghana: SECAM publications, 1998) 23 (hereinafter,
Iustrutnentum l.aborisi. Within the general atmosphere of religious inclusivism,
wherein the common good of the clan remains their abiding goal, clan members
often celebrate and cat together in communal feasts. In most cases, no one is
either excluded or allowed to exclude oneself except those who have committed
acts that are gravely injurious to the life of the community
31 Communal worship in Africa is not just an occasion for sacrifice or for
partaking in the common cultic meal. It entails, above all. a divine-cosmic
assembly. Hence, it has more to do with concrete assemblage, galvanisation,
release and appropriation of the community's vital force, than the permissiveness
or orderliness of any rite. Chukwuma .T. Okoye, "The Eucharist and the African
Culture," AFW? 34 (1992): 272 ·292, 278 and 279. This may have been intended
in the church's teaching on the need for formal ccclesial communion before one
could share the Eucharist but one should not lose sight of the ultimate universal
salvation that the mystery of the Eucharist stands for which transcends
immediate ecclesiastical jurisdictions.
JJ. In African societies, a guest is highly valued by his or her host as a harbinger
of good fortune. Thus, African culture makes exceptions for visitors, even
strangers. For the Ibibio of southern Nigeria, the less one invests in one's guests.
the lower one's harvest. This apparently quid pro quo conviction may sound
superstitious but which religious conviction is entirely free of some
III ilitarianisrn? Moreover, following some biblical traditions, which present
,( rangers as source of blessing (as happened when Abram received strangers who
turned out to be angels), some African theologians not only defend the salutary
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exceptional cornmunion.r' which seizes the opportunity to invite
such visitors to maintain a deeper personal relationship with the
church, can be considered a worthier alternati ve. In order to
forestall indifferentism this should go hand-in-hand with an
intensified program of catechesis on the Eucharist for members and
their guests. These constitute some of the main issues in local
ecumenism within Southern African Catholicism and Christianity
regarding which DESA urges its constituent dioceses to embark
upon dialogue. One is, however, of the view that SACBC stands a
better chance34 in conducting the proposed dialogues more than its
nature of hospitality to guests. Udoh, for instance, propounds a thesis on Guest
Christology by which he argues that according Jesus guest status in Africa
(whose historical birth-place is not Africa but Nazareth), could be after all very
beneficial. Udohs argument is that by being so regarded, Jesus can then receive
exceptional hospitality and unreserved welcome not excluding full integration
into the host community (Udoh, Guest Christology, 228.) From such African
background, Catholics would find it theologically sound to waive some rules
guiding the Eucharist for the benefit of visitors at their Eucharistic celebrations.
33 In America, for instance, apart from few churches like the Eastern Orthodox
Church, the Roman Catholic Church, others who follow the ruling of the
Missouri Synod, the conservative Churches of Christ like the Lutheran Churches,
and some churches of the Reformed tradition, which are known to practise
exclusive or closed communion, most Protestant and Independent Christian
churches, run a system that keeps. the reception of communion open to as many
people as possible. Belonging to the latter group are churches like the Reformed
Church. the United Methodist Church, Episcopal Church, Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ), the Evangelical Lutheran Church, the Metropolitan
Community Church, etc. Some element of flexibility, based on a deeper
appreciation of the borderIess workings of Gods Spirit, is needed in such
matters. Characteristic of their autonomous status, the various local churches
within some congregational or other similar church-traditions (e.g., the Baptists)
do not adopt any uniform approach. For instance while some of their local
churches may decide to practice an open system of communion, others may
prefer a closed style. Actually, the Second Vatican Council did authorize the
giving of Holy Communion to non-Catholics but only on special occasions, with
the explicit permission of the local ordinary. In Africa: such provisions need to
be widened to accommodate genuine and positive clements of culture.
34 The decision of the Conference to urge its constituent dioceses to embark on
local dialogues may be a gesture of recognizing the diversities and autonomy that
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constituent dioceses, to which it delegates this task. In all, a more
ecumenically out-reaching Eosture is expected in DESA than the
inward-looking tendencies
5 that are noticeable in some its
approaches.
Local Ecumenical Needs: Are DESA's Measures Effective?
John Paul II's advice to the church in Africa (given in Malawi) is
very relevant for the current study:
are inherent in the constituent dioceses and thus, a way of empowering them.
Also, based on the moral principle of subsidiarity, it could also be seen as a
noble act of distribution of function or devolution of power. Seen from another
perspective, however, it could be interpreted as shying away from duty since RD
11173, from which the DESA derived its instruction, clearly upholds the mandate
and authority of Episcopal conferences to conduct dialogues. Again, since the
church in southern Africa is still a young one, individual dioceses have definitely
got no strong structures and personnel and so may need to depend on the
conference (a group of more' than 6 dioceses), which obviously has greater and
more efficient facilities ro conduct- local ecumenical dialogues. Yet, the
conference still shifts this responsibility to the local churches. ,
h .
.
.. Some areas of the document betray the tendency to promote ecumenism
through negative or indirect approaches. For instance it calls for "bearing fruitful
witness to the sad state of the division" among Christians (DESA #6.5.4) and
tends to induce the ecumenical zeal into Catholics by recalling the "limited form
of sharing" with other Christians. This is propagated especially through what
IJESA terms the general "norm of abstinence from the Eucharist," by which it
hopes to highlight the pain of separations (DESA #6.5.6). Such promotion of
unity by highlighting the sadness of Christian disunity could be described as
ccumcnism via negativa. Granted that SACBC may have taken this measure in
order to overcome the dangers of indifferentism or proselytism, which often beset
young churches, nevertheless, there is need for positive engagement in
ccumcnisrn by highlighting the goodness of Christian unity and by marshalling
out more measures through which churches can positively engage or encounter
one another in the process of reconciliation. We term the latter approach an
ccurncnisrn via positiva.
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I urge you to look inside yourselves. Look to the riches of
your own traditions .... Here, you will find genuine freedom
here, you will find Christ who will lead you to the truthr'''
So, after pointing out the effectiveness (or not) of some of DESA's
measures, I wi 11 brief) y examine the "fruitful fields" of ecumenical
initiatives, which this document proposes and then discuss some of
its recommendations. The aim is to see how best they represent the
Catholic tradition and how true they are to the exigencies of life in
Africa.
Eucharistic Communion and Mixed Marriages: One of the
interesting measures taken by DESA relates to what it terms
"spiritual communion." Perhaps motivated by the African sense of
the family and values of hospitality, DESA #6.5.3 and #7.12
promote in a somewhat limited sense, a kind of the Eucharistic
hospitality for non-Catholic spouses at mixed marriage
celebrations. In the sense in which it is used in this document,
however, the expression tends to defend a rigid Catholic position
on intcrcornmunion, which from the eyes of the affected non­
Catholics, could appear haughty. Traditionally, this practice is
reserved for Catholics who are barred in conscience (as a result. of
. ,
personal conviction of grave sin) from stepping forward to receive
the Holy Eucharist at Holy Mass. Adopting the measure for non­
Catholics (who, could even be without serious sin in their hearts at
the moment of attending the Eucharistic celebration) could imply
that even without any mortal sin in their hearts they are not better
than Catholics who are in mortal sin. Instead of serving the spiritual
need of non-Catholics, who have .tacitly manifested their belief in
the Eucharist by stepping forward to receive it, this directive
unwittingly frustrates the hope of reconciling the churches. If, on
the other hand, the sin of Christian disunity is remorsefully
denounced at such occasion of the HoI y Mass, the reverence we all
36 This exhortation, which is contained in John 'Paul II's homily given at the
conclusion of his sixth pastoral visit to Africa, Lilongwe (6 May. 1989) is also
restated in Ecclesia in Africa, #48.
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(Catholics and non-Catholics alike) pay to Jesus Christ in the Holy
Eucharist will rather increase. 'This can deepen the churches'
commitment to Christian unity. Moreover, the Eucharist is not only
a sign; it is also a source of unity [DESA #6.3.1(a}j.' Such
prohibitive directives tend rather to focus on the former and so
measures should also be taken to promote the nature of the
Eucharist as a source of unity.
DESA rightly delineates some areas of church life as "fruitful
fields" of ecumenical collaboration, namely, the general pastoral
ministry, the relationship with the AICs, and inter-church
marriages. In respect to these, the document either takes some
initiatives or recommends further dialogue.
Ecumenical Parish Pastoral Councils: Concerning matters of
common pastoral concerns, DESA #2.6 recommends the possibility
of restructuring parish pastoral councils in such a way that could ,
open up their membership to Christians from other traditions in the
neighbourhood provided that there is a "reciprocal representation"
from such non-Catholic communities. Perhaps, the logic behind
this measure is that the more Christians from various churches
draw together in matters of common concern the better they
understand and appreciate each other. Indeed, as Teresa Okure also
observes, sharing together the existential or practical issues of life
brings Christians of various churches more closely together than
theological discussions do.37
Worship with AlCs: DESA not only encourages the local
Catholic churches of Southern Africa to reach out to the AICs (cf.,
#1.7), it also urges them to explore the possibility of engaging in
..JI
TI Teresa Okure highlights the greater relevance of praxis overt/theory in
"bonding people together" or in' separating them within the African context.
Teresa Okurc," The Church as Family of God: A Theological Framework for
Interfaith Dialogue in the African Context." Voices from the Third World Vol. 28
no.2 (2005): 177-·i97, 183. Though made in connection with Christian-Muslim
dialogue in Africa, this statement also corroborates our position regarding the
importance of praxis in ecumenical interaction between Christian churches in
predominantly oral African Cultures.
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non-sacramental worship with one or more of the latter (cf.,
#5.3.1). It not only considers the relation between the Catholic
Church and the AICs an urgent matter but also urges for
ecumenical dialogue between them (cf., n. 2.1.2). Actually in the
scale of numerical and theological significance, the Ales are
becoming so significant that they can no more be ignored by any
well-meaning ecumenical enterprise in Africa." Yet, since the
AICs have not fully articulated any coherent academic system of
ecclesiology of their own, such a dialogue could best be conducted
by exploring their existentialist family-like notion of the church,
which ordinarily appeals to Africans and which the local Catholic
Churches in Africa are also beginning to appreciate. Thus, in order
that D/�'SA's invitation to dialogue may be welcomed by the AICs,
or for the former to successfully stimulate closer communion
between the Catholic Church and the AICs, the invitation needs to
incorporate in its directives, such tenets of the church as family of
God, which is enshrined in ecclesia in Africa.
Affirming Courageous Recommendations of Directory on
Ecumenism for Southern Africa (DESA): With regard to some
courageous recommendations that DESA has made, one recalls the
above-mentioned urge for member-dioceses to engage, as a matter
of urgency, in dialogue and in non-Sacramental forms of worship
with one or more of the Ales (DESA #2.1.2 and #5.3.1). The
courage in this injunction could be better appreciated when one
considers the fact that this option (non-sacramental worship) was
38 In the. section of the book dealing with "African Independent Churches'
Ecclesiology," Karkkainen argues that the AICs, which according to him, are
distinguishable from the "protest movements" within the historical or established
churches of Africa, claim 50% of the total Christian population in the rural areas
of Zimbabwe. Karkkainen, An Introduction to EcclesioLogy, 194-201, esp., 195.
Such is the increasing status of these churches in many parts of Africa. In view
of the proposal for the Catholic-AfCs dialogue, however, a few obstacles may
still lie ahead. One is that the AICs' mode of theology, which is heavily oral and
narrative, is different from that of its counterpart (Catholic theology), which is
highly systematized. Secondly, how can the two highly juridical (Catholic) and
fluid or less institutional (AICs) models of the church be reconciled?
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out-rightly reserved in RD #36 only to "the Churches and eccIesial
Communities with which the Catholic Church 'has established
ecumenical relations." Yet, lJESA's issuing authority (Southern
African Catholic Bishops' Conference) does not hesitate to exercise
the discretion accorded it in RD #130. For instance, DESA #6.5.3
and 7.12 did declare that occasions of "special feasts or events" .in
which one accompanies one's spouse to Sunday Mass, are
legitimate circumstances that can warrant the sharing of Holy
Communion between Catholics and other Christians. One' other
courageous recommendation contained in DESA is seen in its
broadening of the interpretation of above-mentioned RD position
regarding intcrcommunion. This is most evident in DESA ## 6.5.3
and' 6.3.8. While the former recommends family or marriage feasts
as special occasion in which non-Catholics can approach the
Eucharist, the latter submits that "in the final analysis, what is
required is that the individual requesting admission to the Eucharist
must personally manifest Catholic faith in the sacrament." Such a
prizing of personal acceptance of the Eucharistic faith over
institutional requirement is ecumenically healthy. It is inspired by
pastoral concerns' (cf., DESA #6.1) and tends to obey the most
fundamental missionary maxim-"salvation of Souls" (cf., DESA
#6.4)-which is a higher value than the full ecclesial communion
earlier mentioned in DESA #6.1. Furthermore, ##7.10 and 7.12
urge that special consideration be given to couples in mixed
marriage who wish to approach the sacraments together.
DESA Should Integrate African Cultural Strengths: These few
steps are courageous and commendable. Such locally inspired
directives can strengthen the drive to incorporate within the
ecumenical thrust of African Christianity, typical African
communitarian institutions, symbolisms and norms like the
extended family and other ties or bonds of social solidarity."
.w The Lineamenta ·of the Synod of Bishops' Special Assembly' for Africa
acknowledges that as a world-acclaimed leader in "integral human development"
and promoter of peace and reconciliation tLlneamenta. 45), the church in Africa
can enormously promote bonds .of communion and fellowship through the
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African cultures, according to Ecclesia in Africa, are blessed with
immense sense of solidarity and community life expressed in
extended family-systems etc., which should be preserved as
priceless cultural heritage.l" Such should be given far greater
attention in the provisions of any African church directory, than
they actually do in DESA. An articulated set of culturally-raised
symbols of unity, needless to say, could also be a unique African
contribution to the global ecumenical enterprise. Useful as they are,
such explorations are yet to receive the attention of not just DESA
but also other local churches in Africa.
Evaluation: Inserting DESA within the Larger African
Catholicism and Christianity
Having seen from the foregoing the interplay between the local and
universal Catholic dimensions of DESA, and the viability or
effectiveness ofits directives, it is pertinent here to try to ascertain
its overall relevance within the larger perspective of the ecumenical
movement in Africa. First, I will assess its significance within the
pan-African Catholic ecclesiology and ecumenism. Secondly, I
consider its place within the larger African Christian equation in
terms of its ability to reach out to other African Christian churches
and ecclesial communities and how successful it could be in
stimulating among them reciprocal or joint ecumenical efforts. Part
of this investigation is to determine how true DhSA is to the
general living conditions and basic values in Africa especially by
promoting appropriate models of ecumenism that can be culturally
sustainable.
instrumentality of such positive values like "sense of community, the extended
family spirit and clan solidarity," especially if they are freed of the evil of
tribalism t lineamenta, 38 and 39). Thus, it is difficult to understand why the
experiences gained by the church from such an outstanding role were not heavily
drawn from in the formulation of DESA. This would have equipped the
document further for the task of promoting communion and fellowship among
the churches and ecclesial communions in Africa.
,W Ecclesia in Africa, #43.
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J)1�'SA & Pan-African. Catholic Ecclesiology andEcumenism
It must be stated outright that DHSA which has the Southern
African area as its particular audience and sphere of operation is
limited in scope. Moreover, the circumstances in this area, which
form its background, are not completely the same as those in other
parts of Africa. Yet the emergence of a dominant pan-African
ecclesiology through Ecclesia in Africa somehow necessitates that
efforts of local Catholic churches in any part of Africa should take
a cue from it. Understandably, since the family remains the "most
important reality" in' the life of Africans, a dominant and all­
pervading institution41 which encompasses even the dead42, the said
African Catholic ecclesiology is typified by the model of the
church as family of God. Hence, one major way to help local
ecumenical efforts gain 'pan-African relevance is to build them on
this dominant ecclesiological thrust of modem African
Catholicism. The extent this has been achieved in DE'SA, coming
after nine years of the publication of Ecclesia in Africa, will -bc
exami ned here.
To start with, DESA # 7.10-7.12 did not only urge that "full
use" be made of the opportunities offered in mixed marriage
situation for promoting local ecumenism. It takes the initiative in
this direction by endorsing the occasion of mixed marriage
celebration as a legitimate (special) ground for allowing a non­
Catholic to partake in the Holy Communion.' These
recommendations, apparently inspired by the prevailing
background of African family values, constitute an expansion of
the meaning (or broad interpretation) of the provisions in RD. Such
41 John Pobee, Towards an African Theology, Nashville, Tennessee: Abingdon
Press, 1979, 79.
,p John S. Mbiti, African Religions 'and Philosophy, (Nairobi Kampala _. Dar es
Salaam: East African Educational publishers, 1999), 8-9, 83, 105. See Mercy
Arriba Oduyoye, "The African Family as a Symbol of Ecurnenism,' One ill
Christ 25 (1989): 238--254, 241.
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efforts are as commendable as they also stand in need of some
further broadening.
At- least, two hallmarks'" of the family institution in Africa
tend to qualify it as the most viable platform for the church's
ecumenical enterprise in this co.ntinent, namely, its high sense of
solidarity''" by which each member refrains from regarding himself
or herself to be more important than the others but rather feels
incomplete without the other. The other is itS' elastic mechanism for
regulating andregularizing diversities within its domain.f Such a
richly endowed natural institution that makes African culture a
citadel of human interdependence and solidarity deserves a pride of
. place in local ecumenical directi ves. Since it has the capacity to
make members cherish and develop one another in their legitimate
and' enriching differences, the family institution, therefore, deserves
a vital role in inculcating ecumenical principles into the individual
members of the churches. These features and values of the family
institution do witness a multiplier effect through
.
the extended
family system, wherein a household can be made up of several
nuclear fami lies the young marriageable youths of which are
43 Other values that are represented in the African family institution, as listed in
the Instrumentum Laboris, include: Alliance (#4.1.1.); kinship (#4.2); Solidarity
(#4.3); Love for and promotion of life (#4.4); Respect for elders and parents
(#4.5); Veneration of ancestors (#4.6); Hospitality and reception (#4.7); Dialogue
and debate (#4.8). According to the document, these values or characteristics
remain the basis on which the church as family of God stands and the foundation
on which it can promote Christian unity. #4.1.
·14 One of the unique hallmarks of the African family system is a circle of co­
belonging, mutuality and solidarity that extends beyond the nuclear or immediate
families and stretches kinship through a bunch of extended families to the larger
clan or kindred unit. Von David Cheal, Family: Critical Concepts in Sociology,
London: Routledge, 2003, 130. Africa still preserves solidarity in its cultures.
John Paul II urged Africans to uphold positive cultural values; divest them of iII­
fitting life styles and forms of human organisation being imposed on them from
many centers in the northern hemisphere. Ecclesia in Africa, 22.
·15 The African family institution possesses mechanisms by which it strives after
consensus, control of those in authority and reconciliation among disagreeing
parties. Instrumentum Laboris n. 2.7.
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obliged to marry from outside their own family circles." This
bequeaths the system with an ever-expanding membership profile,
which continues to incorporate new members into the fold. So,
rather than fuel ethnicism or nepotism, as some fear, enshrining
such values in the Christian witness can help the churches
overcome obstacles in their way to true reconciliation.47
Ecumcnism entails essentially the transformation of members'
ways of thinking and attitude.l'' 'This can be achieved through the
family approach. Thereafter, church structures and institutions will
necessarily follow the same path of ecumenical regeneration. For
this reason, promoting the role of Christian family (a strategic form
of which is the mixed marriage traditions) as the beacon for
ecumenical development in Africa promises great di vidends.
It see1!ls evident that DESA failed to meaningfully incorporate
in its directives, any substantial local insights or initiatives
regarding either the family institution or other cultural values.
Indeed, apart from the brief history of the church in Southern
Africa and the mentioning of the names of the directory's issuing
authority (SACBC) along with the names of churches within its
area of jurisdiction, and some references to the AICs, most of
DESA's directives can pass for any regional Catholic ecumenical
directory from any part of the world. Thus, it makes sense to argue
that DESA lacks a distinctively African character. It rather seems
that its aim was to preserve t-he global Catholic ecumenical
tradition thereby limiting its obligation to raise local initiatives. So,
considered from the perspective of its attention to the prevailing
needs of African Catholicism, namely, inculturation, human
46
Oduyoye, 'The African Family as a Symbol of Ecumenism, 239 and 240.
47
Instrumentum Laboris, #4.2.4.
48
Through its structure and mode of life, the family institution enhances not only
an inter-dependent form of living; it also promotes a co-contributory and all­
engaging approach to contliet resolution. Such is an asset in the inter-church or
mixed family context that offers great opportunity for moulding the lives of
members in line with the principles of ecumenism. Theo Sunderrneier, The
Individual and Community in African '//aditiollal Religions, Hamburg: LIT
Verlag, 1998, 17 and 18.
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development and especially the family values, one can say that
DESA has not fully lived up to its expectations both in the Southern
African region and the whole of Africa.
Since, as already stated, social and religious life in Africa
revolves around the family institution, it is only natural to expect in
local African ecumenical directi ves, policies that draw from and
strengthen this background. Focusing on family values, therefore, I
have -tried in this section to examine how congruent DESA's
directives are to pan-African Catholic exigencies. Indeed, much
still needs to be done in this direction. Obviously, it is only such
efforts that assign more substantial ecumenical roles to clements of
the family institution and values, incorporating the same into local
ecumenical frameworks that can be said to represent the true nature
of the emerging ecumenical tradition in African Catholicism. One
cannot but urge local ecumenical efforts in Africa like DESA to try
to maximize the gains of the existing ecumenical provisions on the
family institution and to integrate insights derived from the
ecumenical potentials of the family.
DESA and the Larger African Christianity
The Catholic Church's concern for her internal ecumenical growth
is inseparable from her desire.for reconciliation with other churches
and ecclesial communities.Y From the perspective of the wider and
more complex inter-church reconciliation in Africa, the current
study tries to assess how appealing are DESA's approaches and
policies to non-Catholic churches and ecclesial communities where
it operates. This entails evaluating DESA's effort in line with issues.
that are considered basic and common to the essence of African
49 RD 57e. The basic conviction here is that at least from the perspective of their
missionary and evangelical traditions, no church now exists simply to cater for
its members alone. Rather. the spirit of aggiornamento demands that each church
should also serve its host and larger human community. Needless then to restate
that from the ecumenical standpoint, the Catholic ecumenical principles should
aim to facilitate both the internal ecumenical growth of the Catholic Church as
well as inter church ecumenical needs.
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culture and Christianity in general. Generally speaking, two
paradigms, namely, inculturation (the church's local identity) and
human development (an overriding need in Africa) hold the key for
all church movements and thinking in Africa. The paradigms serve
as yardstick for assessing the efficiency and relevance of DESA's
policies and even the entire Catholic principles of ecumenism. This
evaluation of DESA is limited to how reckons with inculturation.
At the basis of inculturation is the issue of Christian identity,
which is very essential both for the establishment of authentic local
churches and the process of church reconciliation.5o Indeed,
nothing helps the process of ecumenism in the young African
Christianity more than a balanced process of inculturation."
through which the churches collectively seek to give Christianity
an authentic local identity.52 'The need for such is clear since
50 Such conviction runs through many of the replies to the questionnaire which
this author sent to all the catholic dioceses in Africa in the course of an empirical
survey he conducted concerning the state of ecumenism in the local Catholic
Churches of Africa. For instance, the respondent from a Diocese in the Republic
of Benin categorically states: "notre premiere preoccupation est cela
d'enracinement de la foi catholique; plus tard, nous pouvons dialoguer" (our
primary concern is to enable the catholic faith take root, after which we may
engage in dialogue-Questionnaire de recherche doctorale, Republic of Benin:
2005, 11.) The question remains, however, that such a disposition misses out on
the opportunity to instil the spirit of ecumenism early in the foundation of the
church being established. Moreover, cultures are never static and inculturation is
an on-going process, which requires constant updating. What is needed is that
Christians be reasonably acquainted, as soon as possible, with the specifics of
their own denominations with the disposition of appreciating the good in other
traditions and the tendency to open up to one another.
51 See "Relatio ante disceptationem (11 April 1994)," in L'Osservatore Romano,
13 April, 1994,4. The achievement of African identity involves the erection of
indigenous modes of expressing the faith and being a church as well as a local
system of Christian values and meaning that is distinctively African in character.
52 John Paul II and the Synod Fathers at the special Assembly for Africa
recognize the great need for the church in. Africa to delineate "as clearly as
possible what it is and what it must fully carry out in order that its message may
be relevant and credible." Ecclesia in Africa, #21. The missionary enterprise in
Africa, which not only introduced the people to a new religion (Christianity),
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African Christianity, the emerging new centre of gravity for global
Christianity" still lacks cohesion due to the incessant proliferation
of churches and lack of concerted effort to indigenize the faith. The
major way any Christian venture in Africa (e.g., evangelisation or
the ecumenical movement) can be meaningful and credible is by
first dealing with the issue of identity through inculturation. Where
a clear self-knowledge and self identity is lacking, confusion and
alienation will likely take over. 'This does not help dialogue. It is
high time African church-authorities and theologians gave priority
to an intcgral
'" and genuine appropriation of the Christian faith in
Africa. This enables the young churches to find voice and rhythm
in the networks of inter-church ecumenical endeavours. Regardless
of the general mutual scepticism, distrust and prejudice among the
churches, one way Catholics and non-Catholics can understand
also gave them the impression that being a Christian and taking up a European
way of life were somewhat inseparable. This, in Setri Nyomi's view, has led to a
double alienation of the people; first from their traditional religious community
and then from their cultural identity. Setri Nyomi, "Conversion in Integrity: An
African Approach," Bekehrung und ldentitiit: Okumene als Spanung zwischen
Fremdeni und Vertrautem, Beiheft zur Okurnenischen Rundschau, 73, ed.
Dagmar Heller, (Frankfurt am Main: Otto Lernbeck Verlag, 2003) 201-207,202.
53 Africa is the continent with one of the largest concentrations of Christians in
the world today. Proffering reasons for such some scholars hold that church
expansion makes spectacular progress among people of "basic" (John B.
Taylor's preferred meaning for primal) world-view or lifestyle. Taylor's
remarkable assertion may have been vindicated by current statistics depicting the
so-called Third World, namely, Latin America, Africa and Asia (where the
majority of such communities exist) as having become the demographic centre
for global Christianity. David B. Barret & Todd M. Johnson, World Christian
Trends AD 30 - AD 2200: Interpreting the Annual Christian Megacensus,
(California: William Carey Library, 2001),3.
)4 This is because all aspects of ecumenism are interrelated. According to the
Catholic response to BEM, no aspect of ecumenism e.g., theological dialogue or
sharing in Christian heritage should be isolated from other ecumenical efforts.
Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity, "Roman Catholic Response," in
Churches Respond to BEM: Official Responses to the 'Baptism, Eucharist and
Ministry.' Vol. VI, Faith and Order Paper 144, cd., Max Thurian (Geneva: World
Council of Churches. 1988) 1-40,36.
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each other better, and thus promote ecumenism, is by listening to
the Spirit speaking to them through each other rather than each side
merely repeating its own official church teaching or documenr'" as
DESA tends to do.
It is my contention that considering its strategic presence in
Africa, the Catholic Church not only has a vital role to play in
African ecumenism, it is also well-equipped to evolve a generally
acceptable local model for promoting Christian unity. By
employing more African concepts, values and sensitivities,
56
DESA
can successfully serve the dual purpose of ecumenically
regenerating the local Catholic Church while at the same time
promoting reconciliation within the other churches in the African
Christianity.
Ecumenism is, without doubt, a common Christian project,
which no single church can achieve alone. The true value of a
church's ecumenical efforts is, therefore, ascertained by viewing
them from the other churches' lenses. So, for local Catholic
directives and initiatives like DESA to convince the other churches
and Christian communities in Africa of the genuineness of the
interests and advances of the Catholic Church towards them, their
contents and expressions must show sufficient respect for the
sensitivities of the other communities. Without speaking a language
understandable to other churches and without promoting visions or
)) See Jeffrey, Vanderwilt, A Church without Borders: the Eucharist and the
Church in Ecumenical Perspective, Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press,
1998, 112. This does not necessarily mean compromising one's own tradition.
Indeed, being abreast with one's own tradition is a credible starting point for
dialogue. More than that, however, each church should always show its openness
to possible reviews and thus should always try to re-engage its existing positions
in the light of the fundamental issues of faith. This not only removes deadlocks,
it also sustains the interest of the dialoguing parties that are open to the
promptings of the Holy Spirit.
56 One way to achieve this in the current local African ecclesial context is to
evolve a home-grown Catholic model of ecumenical reconciliation in Africa,
which can be drawn from the local African cultural resources on reconciliation
and sharing.
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ideals they can identify with, no Catholic directive can move them
to engage with it in the reconciliation project. Measured against the
aforementioned prevailing background of African Christianity,
therefore, DESA seems to have some shortcomings. Apart from
apparently containing no clear indication of pursuing such wider
goals, it also presents little or nothing that can positi vely engage
non-Catholics in or attract them to its ecumenical drives. This
.. substantially limits its capacity to seek or receive the support of the
other Christian comrnuruues in the task of resolving
denominational differences in Africa. It is, therefore, hoped that
whenever DESA may be reviewed, it would widen the perspectives
of its contents and approaches to attend to the wider reality of
African Catholicism and Christianity. DESA, however, constitutes a
good start with regard to internal ecumenical regeneration.
Conclusion
The main goal of DESA remains the internal ecumenical
regeneration of the Catholic Church in Southern Africa. Allied to
this is the task of repositioning the Catholic Church towards
reconciliation with the other churches and Christian communities.
As it is, DESA's success on the inter-denominational level is
determined by its intra-ecclesial viability. Considering the
dynamics of Catholicism and Christianity in Africa, which we have
examined above, and the ecumenical commitment of the Catholic
Church, any revision of DESA in the future, would need to widen
its perspectives in both content and approach.
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Ecumenical Commitment as Mission: Spiritan
Collaboration with Ethiopian Orthodox Church
Brendan Cogavin
I
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
"Ethiopia will stretch out her hands to God." (Ps 68: 31).
Introduction
In this article I will share the ecumenical expenences and
reflections of a group of Spiritans who have been struggling to live
out their missionary calling in Ethiopia, a country which has had a
Christian presence since the time of St. Athanasius of Alexandria.
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church has taken root in African soil,
developed its own character and traditions and flourished over a
period of 1,600 years! It is astonishing that so few missionaries
have heard about this ancient Ethiopian church, and that they show
so little interest in getting to know it when they live alongside it in
Ethiopia. Pope John Paul II in Orientale Lumen 7b emphasized that
the experience of the individual Churches of the east are offered to
us as an authoritative example of successful inculturation.
2 I wi 11
illustrate the issues involved through some personal and group
experiences and will give their historical background.
I Brendan Cogavin completed M.A. Missiology at the Institut Catholique de
Paris and has been working in Ethiopia since 1995. He has taught in the major
seminary in Addis Ababa and in the programmes of the Conference of Major
Religious Superiors. He participated in a number of symposia organized by the
Ethiopian Review of Cultures and published in that review. Currently he is
working on the English translation of the new Ethiopian-rite missal, the Rite of
Holy Week and a Daily Prayer of the Ethiopian tradition; and is also preparing
an outline of a catechetical programme which is based on the Ethiopian tradition
for the eparchy of Adigrat.
l See Pope John Paul II, Apostolic Letter of the Supreme Pontiff John Paul II to
the bishops, clergy and faithful to mark the centenary of Orientalium Dignitas of
Pope Leo XIII. London: Catholic Truth Society, 1995.
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The history of Spiritan involvement in ecumenism in Ethiopia
is linked to the general ecclesiological context of Ethiopia and
needs to be understood in that context. This historical background
is essential in order to understand the very practical difficulties
which a commitment to ecumenical dialogue and action entails in
the Ethiopian context.
'Experience leading to reflection and in tum leading to further
experience and theological reflection is at the heart of the Spiritan
missionary approach In Ethiopia, where we have been for over
thirty years.
Personal Experience
I had had some previous experience of encountering Christians
from other traditions. Christians from eastern churches used to
study theology with us in the Spiritan Missionary College in
Dublin. They also shared our daily lives since they lived in our
community and took part in all community activities. This was the
ecumenism of daily life and took place in an Irish Catholic context.
My encounter with the Christian east at that stage was superficial.
When I arri ved in Ethiopia thirteen years ago, the context
changed. I found myself iu a country which had different cultures,
languages and of course Christian tradition and as such I had to
prepare myself for this new and exciting context. To this end, the
first year was dedicated to full-time learning of culture, language
and religious tradition.
During the course of my language learning I realized that I
could kill "two birds with one stone" so to speak. I began to attend
the local Ethiopian Orthodox Church3 (EOC) services and daily
catechetical programmes and did this on a regular basis � as a
means to improve my linguistic skills and also to get to know the
3 It needs to be pointed out that the Ethiopian Orthodox Church is not Coptic. It
was under the Patriarchate of Alexandria until 1959, when its first Ethiopian
Patriarch was elected, but its title even before then did not include Coptic. This is
a common misunderstanding.
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spirituality and the mechanics of the Ethiopian Orthodox liturgies.
'These activities were also supplemented with preparatory studies
and debriefing sessions with my more experienced confreres.
Although at the beginning I was a bit passive in my learning
and reticent in character and being a stranger, after some time
people took the initiative to engage me in conversation because
they were curious about this foreigner who was in their midst. My
neighbours knew who I was because I used to tryout my limited
Amharic skills on them, much to their delight and amusement.
However, the clergy of the Orthodox parish took more time to
become acquainted with me and I with them.
. ,
My regular appearance at church on Saturdays and Sundays
and my efforts to follow the liturgy in the traditional Ge'ez
language (which I had studied for a year prior to coming to
Ethiopia) overcame any reluctance on their part, when on one
memorable Ascension Thursday I was invited by the parish priest
to join him and the other clergy in the choir area. A space was
found for me, I was handed the traditional prayer stick and sistrum
and was shown how to use them. This experience remains a
defining moment for me in my ecumenical-journey. It encouraged
me to participate more fully in the life of the local Orthodox
Christians and make a deeper study of their traditions. The personal
relationships and friendships which developed with the clergy of
the local parish even developed to the extent that I was invited to
join them in the sanctuary and take communion. Unfortunately,
since our two churches are not in communion I was not able to
accept this invitation. It would also have been dangerous for them. -
These positive experiences encouraged me to continue down the
road of building up mutual understanding between our two ancient
apostolic churches.
When I finished my year of language and culture studies, I
was appointed to a small village in the far south of Ethiopia where
Spiritans had been working for a number of years. There things
were not so easy on the ecumenical front. The Orthodox clergy
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were welcoming but some of the local Orthodox parish council
members were not and it was made clear that I wasn't really
welcome to even enter the church compound." It also happened that
on- another occasion in another town I was not allowed to
participate in the ceremony of the washing of the feet on Holy
'Thursday. Needless to say, this was a great disappointment for me,
in the light of my previous positive experiences in Addis Ababa.
My commitment to ecumenism was not diminished, but rather
it was enhanced. I realized that a very important component of any
fruitful ecumenical endeavour involves personal contact on the
grass-roots level. Also a commitment to study and appreciate the
spiritual riches of the ancient Ethiopian Church is another essential
component for any reconciliation and return to communion
between our two sister churches. Despite the vicissitudes I am
determined to continue down this path. But this is not just a
personal commitment. It is a Spiritan commitment and it is part of
,
our Christian calling to be one Church. The Special Assembly of
the Synod of .Bishops for Africa called "for the intensification of
dialogue and ecumenical collaboration with our brethren of the two
great African Churches of Egypt and Ethiopia r ... J We wish
together to bear witness to Christ and to proclaim the Gospel in all
the languages of Africa�,,5
However, there are opponents and critics of the Spiritan
commitment to ecumenism in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church 'and
the Ethiopian Catholic Church. The history of their relationship
will give some indication as to their respective attitudes toward
each other and the Spiritans.
4 Reconciliation took place later, initiated by the diocesan administrator.
5 Cf. The African Synod, Paulines Publications, 1994, p. 17, Message of the
Synod 110. 22.
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Historical Roots and Factors in the Separation of the Churches
Chalcedon
At this point it is opportune to delve into the historical roots of the
antagonism that exists in the relationships between Catholics and
Orthodox in Ethiopia and which interfere in ecumenical activities
and prevent a coming together of the two churches. We may also
find ways of healing the wounds and the memories of them which .
we have inherited from our ancestors in the faith.
One point which needs to be cleared up before we can
progress any further is that the EOC, while not in communion with
the Church of Rome, never formally separated from the Roman
communion on the occasion of the Council of Chalcedon i�· is
sometimes popularly assumed." It is one of the family ,of churches,
called Oriental Orthodox7, which did not accept the Chalcedonian
formula of the two natures in Christ. I do not intend to go into the
details surrounding the historical background and reasons for their
rejection of the formula. Suffice it to mention that the Church of
Rome since Vatican II has concluded a series" of formal
Christological agreements with most of the Oriental Orthodox
Churches which, although they are autonomous, are in communion
with each other. The agreements clarify the reasons for which
Catholic Chalcedonians and non-Chalcedonian Orientals
6 Abba Ayala Takla-Haymanot, OFM Cap., reiterates that the faith received by
Ethiopia predated the Council of Chalcedon and there is no evidence that the
Ethiopian Church either formally or officially separated from the Catholic
Church. Cf. The Ethiopian Church and its Christological Doctrine, Addis
Ababa, revised English Edition 1981, p.51.
7
Coptic, Armenian, Indian, Syrian, Ethiopian and Eritrean Orthodox Churches.
cf. Ronald Roberson, The Eastern Christian Churches. A brief survey. Rome:
Edizioni «Orientalia Christiana» sixth edition, 1999.
8 The earliest was signed by Pope Paul VI and the Pope of Alexandria Shenouda
III. in Rome on 10 May 1973.The most recent was signed by Pope John Paul II
and the-Supreme Patriarch and Catholicos of All Armenians (Etchmiadzin)
Karekin II, in Rome on 10 November 2000.
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emphasize different aspects of the same mystery, and what they
mean when they use a different vocabulary." But still a lot remains
to be done to bring the churches closer to each other. Official
declarations are not enough but they are a start and leave the door
open for further initiatives.
16th ir" C . C h Z· C 10to entury at 0 IC ontacts
'The aforementioned dialogues took place in a time and religious
climate vastly different from the one we will now consider.
Portuguese maritime ppwer was beginning to assert itself and it
began to compete with the Ottoman Empire for the control of the
Red Sea and Indian Ocean trade routes. Because of its strategic
position in the Hom of the Africa region, the Christian kingdom of
the Solomonic dynasty was a natural ally of Portugal, at least that
was what the Portuguese thought.
Christians in medieval Europe had long been capti vated by the
story of the legendary priest-king, Prester John. He was supposed
to live somewhere in the East and could be relied on to support
Western Christians in their battles against the various Muslim
forces. Prester John came to be associated with the Christian
kingdom in Ethiopia: 1
In 1520, the Portuguese king sent a diplomatic mission to the
court of the Chris�ian kingdom to explore the possibilities of
9 In the ca�e of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, a statement made by Pope John
Paul II in his address to the Patriarch of Ethiopia H.H. Abuna Paulos, in Rome
on 11 June 1993 was understood in Ut unum sint 62 as a joint understanding.
Also cf. Jose L. Bandres and Ugo Zanetti, "Christology," in the Encyclopaedia
Aethiopica, edited by Siegbert Uhlig, Volume 1, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz,
2003, pp. 728-732.
10 For a brief summary of this period cf. John Baur, 2000 Years of Christianity in
Africa, Paulines Publications Africa, 1994, pp. 51-54.
II
For a brief outline of the history of European interest in Prester John see Girma
Besnah and Merid Wolde Aregay, The Question of the Union of the Churches ill
Luso-Ethiopian Relations, Junta de Investigacocs do Ultramar and Centro de
Estudos Historic6s Ultraminos, Lisbon, 1964, p. 9-14.
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cooperation between their two kingdoms. This mission lasted for
six years and was accompanied by a chaplain Fr. Francisco Alvares
who has provided us with a wealth of information about medieval
Ethiopia. His observations and attitudes are recounted in his The
Prester John of the Indies.12 It is an important description of the
Christian kingdom before the ravages of the Muslim jihad initiated
by Imam Ahmed Gran, the 'left-handed', in 1529. Of particular
note to us are Alvares's remarks about the religious culture he
observed and his own reactions to differences from Roman
Catholicism. What is remarkable is that in his account he doesn't
indicate any major antagonism between the beliefs of the
Portuguese Catholics and the Ethiopian Orthodox. Ethiopians did
not regard the Portuguese as being religious opponents and vice
versa. When there were discussions about the early councils of the
Church, it seems that both Alvares and the Ethiopians were not
well versed 13 in the theological niceties which more educated
clergy might become embroiled in! 'This theological innocence was
not to last.
Internal and external forces came together in the period
following the departure of the Portuguese mission in 1526.
Internally, the Christian kingdom faced a major crisis. The
centuries-long conflicts between the Christian emperors and the
Muslim sultans over control of the long-distance trade routes
usually ended in a victory for the Christian forces. Because the
Muslim forces were never able to unite effectively, they eventually
lost. However, a new Muslim. leader, Imam Ahmad ibn Ibrahim"
more popularly known as' Ahmad Gran took control of the
Sultanate of Adal. He succeeded in uniting amajor Muslim force
whose goal was to gain salvation through jihad and material
benefits through war booty. In 1529 his forces inflicted a major
12 It was first printed in Lisbon in 1540 and in a revised English edition in two
volumes with additional material by C. F. Beckingham and G. W. B.
Huntingford, Cambridge University Press, 1961, published for the Hakluyt
Society.
13 C. F. Beckingham, op. cit., p. 12.
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defeat on the Christian army which forced the retreat of Emperor
Lebne Dengil. When Emperor Lebne Dengil died in 1540, his son
Galawdewos (Claudius) succeeded him.
.
During the early part of Galawdewos' reign there was a more
international dimension to the conflict. Portugal and the Ottoman
Empire were vying with each other for control of the Red Sea and
Indian Ocean trade routes. The romantic spiritual quest for Prester
� John now had a more secular dimension. The Portuguese sought an
ally in their conflict with the Ottomans and the Ottomans sought an
ally in their conflict with the Portuguese. The Portuguese sided
with. the Christian kingdom and the Ottomans with Imam Ahmad
ibn Ibrahim. Both powers sent armed men and the imam was
eventually defeated in 1543. Galawdewos was extremely grateful
to King John III of Portugal for his military assistance and the
soldiers became his trusted advisors.
There was, however, one sticking-point. A certain Bermudes
claimed that he had been appointed patriarch of Ethiopia.
Galawdewos had his doubts. By way of a series of machinations
Bermudes tried to make the Portuguese soldiers mutiny against the
emperor but he did not succeed. But the emperor, although he
wished to punish Bermudes who was a Portuguese citizen, didn't
want to offend King John III of Portugal. He complained to King
John, who said he had no knowledge of Bermudes' consecration as
patriarch. In his reply to Galawdewos, King John believed that
Galawdewos was in favour of Catholicism. 14
14 Cf. G. Beshah, op. cit. pp. 53-56.
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It was in this context that the Jesuits become involved.Is King
John pressed for the appointment of a Jesuit as patriarch.
Eventually, in 1554 Barreto was appointed with Oviedo as his
successor. Barreto never reached Ethiopia and when he died in
1562, Oviedo became patriarch. But Oviedo's character was not
conducive to good relations between Orthodox and Catholics. He
became embroiled in the succession rebellions following the
accession of Galawdewos' grandson Sarsa Dengel to the imperial
throne in 1563. Oviedo wanted the Portuguese to send a military
force to force the emperor to become Catholic but the Portuguese
authorities did not acquiesce. Oviedo was ordered to go to China
instead but he refused and eventually died of natural causes in
1577. A small Catholic community remained in Ethiopia, made up
of some Portuguese soldiers, who remained behind in the service of
the emperor, and their offspring. 'The first phase of. the Jesuit
presence in Ethiopia ended with the death of Oviedo's last
companion in 1597.
In 1603, Fr. Pedro Paez came to Ethiopia with the purpose of
looking after the spiritual welfare of the remaining Catholics. Soon,
however, he became concerned with the salvation from hell of
those who were living in error and heresy, beginning with the
emperor. Paez succeeded in converting Emperor Ze-Dengel and his
successor Susenyos to Catholicism. He died soon afterwards and
was succeeded by Mendez. In 1626 Susenyos declared Catholicism
as the state religion and the Jesuits insisted on the re-baptism of the
people, 'the re-ordination of the clergy and re-consecration of the
15 Cf. Merid Wolde Aregay, "The Legacy of Jesuit Missionary Activities in
Ethiopia from 1555 to 1632," in Getachew Haile, Aasulv Lande and Samuel
Rubenson (eds.) The Missionary Factor in Ethiopia, Papers from a Symposium
on the Impact of European Missions on Ethiopian Society, Lund University,
August 1996. Studies in the Intercultural History of Christianity, Volume 110,
Peter Lang GmbH, Frankfurt am Main, 1998, pp. 31-56. Cf. also Peter Caraman,
The Lost Empire: The Story of the Jesuits in Ethiopia, 15�5-1634, University of
Notre Dame Press, Indiana, 1985. Herve Pennec, Des Jesuites au Royaume du
Pretre Jean, Centre Culturel Calouste Gulbenkian, June 2003.
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churches, This did not go without protest. In fact, in his efforts to
impose the new faith, the emperor provoked a widespread rebellion
and responded with repression. Eventually, faced with so much
bloodshed and opposition, he abdicated in favour of his son,
Fasilades, in 1632. Fasilides expelled the Jesuits and any
Ethiopians who continued to be Catholic were to be executed.
Ethiopia severed all links with Western Europe and this persisted
until the early 19th century.!" Thus was created a spirit of
resentment, antagonism and misunderstanding between the two
churches which has lasted up to today. A pre-Reformation Catholic
Church might have been reconciled with Ethiopia a great deal more
easily than could a post-Tridentine one.
19th Century=Lazarists and Capuchins
Although there were a number of sporadic contacts between
Catholic missionaries and northern Ethiopia during the 18th
century, their impact was negligible.
17 Various Franciscan missions
attempted to establish a new foothold, but they were unsuccessful.
The basic approach taken by the Jesuits in Ethiopia in the 17th
century with its focus on the royal court and the non-acceptance of
indigenous forms of Christianity had not changed.
It wasn't until the io" century that prolonged contacts
between Ethiopia and Western Europe started again. 'This took
place in the context of the colonial expansion into Africa.
Europeans were searching for commercial, diplomatic and
missionary opportunities in Africa and Ethiopia was no exception.
Whilst in the 16th and 1 ih centuries Catholics took the lead, in
the 19th century it was the Protestants, in particular the Church·
16 A good general treatment of this period can be found in Adrian Hastings, The
Church in Africa: 1450-1950, Oxford History of the' Christian Church,
Clarendon Paperbacks, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1996, pp. 130-156.
17 Cf. Donald Crummey, Priests and Politicians: Protestant and Catholic
Missions in Orthodox Ethiopia, 1830-1868, Oxford Studies in African Affairs,
Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1972, pp. 7-10.
.
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Missionary Society of London.
18 The Catholic Church soon
followed, led by St. Justin de Jacobis (1839), founder of the
Lazarist (Vincentian) mission, and the future Cardinal Massaja
(1846), founder of the Capuchin mission in Ethiopia. Whi Ie the
missionaries were interested in religious matters, the Ethiopian
rulers were more interested in commerce and Western
technological advances which could be beneficial to their
kingdom.l" The renewed interest of Ethiopians in European
contacts came at a time when Ethiopia was still in the throes of a
period of anarchy called the Zemene Mesafint, the 'era of the
princes'. During this period, which stretched from the late 1 ih
century to the middle of the 19th century, there was no strong
central ruler. The real rulers of the kingdom were the local warlords
who vied for control of the king. Chaos reigned until a powerful
lord, Kassa IIailu, managed to seize power taking as throne name,
Tewoderos II. During his reign and that of his successors, Ethiopia
once again was united under a powerful single ruler who founded
the Ethiopia that we know today. It was into this context that
Western missionaries appeared.
'The "success" of the work of the two afore-mentioned
missionaries was based on the fact that in contrast to previous
missionaries, they were more willing to adapt to or adopt the local
Christian practices. Although St. Justin de Jacobis is seen as the
apostle of the Ethiopian Rite Catholic Church, it still remains that
he was a man of his time and ecclesiology. His mission was to
bring the Church of Ethiopia back into what was thought of as
being the one true Church. 'That was the ecclesiology of his time
and the moti vation behind his' apostolate in Ethiopia.
Pope John Paul II in his Orientale Lumen (OL) 20b points out
that: "Attempts [at unity] in the past had their limits, deriving from
the mentality of the times and the very limited understanding of the
18 Cf. the various articles in Getachew Haile, Aasulv Lande and Samuel
Rubenson (eds.), op.cit.
19
Crummey, op. cit. p. 61.
46 Brendan Cogavin
truths about the Church." Also OL 21a refers to the Eastern
Churches which entered into full communion with Rome and how
this process reflected "the degree of maturity of the ecclesial
awareness of the time." Roberson points out that "Roman Catholic
theology of the Church vigorously emphasized the necessity of the
direct jurisdiction of the Pope over all the local churches. This
implied that churches not under the Pope's jurisdiction could be
considered objects of missionary activity for the purpose of
bringing them into communion with the Catholic Church.,,2o
Thus, we conclude the brief historical survey which forms the
essential background to the discussion which is to follow. We will
be able to understand the options taken and methodology followed
plus the attitudes displayed by both the Ethiopian Orthodox Church
and the Ethiopian Catholic Church.
Ecumenical Challenges in a New Missionary Era
Preconceptions overturned
In 1972 members of the Irish Province of the Congregation of the
Holy Spirit (Spiritans) were sent to do evangelization in the Garno
Gofa province in south-west Ethiopia. Following on from an initial
survey undertaken by others, the Spiritans came with the intention
of establishing the Catholic Church in that region. It was
understood that there was no other church presence there and so the
'traditional' missionary activities would be pursued, just as had
been done in every other African country where the Spiritans were
present. As recommended by their missionary tradition, they started
learning the language and the culture. They did research. They
listened to the people. Doing this can lead to .surprises and can
result in initial preconceptions and plans being called into question.
'This is in fact what happened.
).0
Roberson, op. cit., p. 139.
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Let us consider the words of Fr. Owen Lambert CSSp, one of
the early Spiritans, who witnessed and was a participant in the
Spiritan rethink:
A most significant experience for me was December zo" 1974,
the feast of the Archangel Gabriel. I joined the thousands of
Ethiopian Orthodox pilgrims from the Chencha area, where I
had been stationed since September, to walk deep into the
mountains to the church of St. Gabriel, some 30 kms away. I
estimated the number of pilgrims to be some 50,000 people.
The objective of first evangelization for which I had arrived
only four months before was being shaken and the mandate of
our mission challenged to the point of being shattered. How
can our mission here have relevance, I reflected, if it does not
take into account this Ethiopian Christian tradition and
presence into account?
This new and unexpected situation in Garno Gofa and the
challenges it gave rise to were agonized over by the Spiritan
group during the following years. They had not initially
understood well the hostility and fears which decades of un­
ecumenical attitudes and mission practices had laid in
Ethiopia.
New Orientations Sought
So what can be done? How can we be sure that we are on the right
track? The Spiritans sought inspiration in the documents of Vatican
1121 and other publications of the magisterium which deal with the
relationship between the Catholic Church and the Eastern
21 Cf. Unitatis Redintegratio (UR) §§ 14-19; Orientalium Ecclesiarum (OE) §§
1-30 in Austin Flannery (ed). Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and Post­
Conciliar Documents Vol. 1, 1984; Directory for the Application of Principles
and Norms 011 Ecumenism §§ 205-209, March 25th 1993, Pontifical Council for
Promoting Christian Unity; Ut Unum Sint, Encyclical Letter on Commitment to
.
Ecumenism. Vatican: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1995.
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Churches. The renewed vision of church expressed in the
documents of Vatican II energized the Spiritans to learn more about
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, both intellectually and
experiential1y.
The foundational theological principles and practical
orientations which governed and continue to govern the Spiritan
commitment to ecumenism are expressed very clearly in the
Church documents (emphasis added).
In Ut Unum Sint (UtUS) 40 Pope John Paul II insists that:
Relations between Christians are not aimed merely at mutual
knowledge, common prayer and dialogue. They presuppose and
from now on call for every possible form of practical co­
operation at all levels: pastoral, cultural and social, as well as
that of witnessing to the Gospel message.
In a discourse to Abuna Paulos, Patriarch of the Ethiopian
Orthodox Church on 11 June 1993, Pope John Paul II indicated that
because of the deep communion that exists between the two
Churches, this should: "spur us on to seek new and suitable ways
offostering the rediscovery of our communion in the concrete daily
life of the faithful of our two Churches.
"
Instead of the building of "parallel structures of
evangelization" (Pro Russia II, 2)22 there are other alternatives. Pro
Russia continues in II, 4:
Should. circumstances permit, the pastors of the Catholic
Church, out of missionary zeal and concern for the
27. Pontifical Commission 'Pro Russia', General Principles and Practical Norms
for Coordinating the Evangelizing Activity and Ecumenical Commitment of the
Catholic Church in Russia and Other Countries of the C.I.S., Information
Service n. 81, 1992 III-IV" The Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity
pp. 104�108.
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evangelization of millions of people who do not yet know
Christ, should endeavour to cooperate with the Orthodox
bishops in developing pastoral initiatives o] the Orthodox
Church. 'They should be pleased if by their contribution they
can help train good Christians.
In the Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms
on Ecumenism §§ 205-209 there is a discussion of ecumenical
collaboration in missionary activity. It highlights in §207 that:
Catholics can join with other Churches and ecclesial
Communities- -providcd there is nothing sectarian or
deliberately anti-Catholic about their work of evangelization-­
in organizations and programs that give common support to the
missionary acti vities of all the participating Churches. A special
subject of such cooperation will be to insure that the human,
cultural and political factors that' were involved in the original
divisions between the Churches, and have marked the historical
tradition of separation, will not be transplanted into areas where
the Gospel is being preached and Churches are being founded.
Those who have been sent by missionary institutes to help in
the foundation and growth of new Churches, will be especially
sensiti ve to this need. [ ... 1
In a letter of Cardinals Willebrands and Paul Philippe to the
Coptic Catholic Patriarch Stephanos I Sidarouss, March 29th 1977,
we read:
None of its [the Catholic Church's] activities should be used to
create confusion among Orthodox faithful, nor open the way
to the expansion of the Catholic Church at the expense of the
Coptic Orthodox. [ ... ] we think it possible for members of
religious congregations to work directly at the service of the
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religious and pastoral needs of the Orthodox Church. They
could work according to the pastoral instructions of the
Orthodox authorities in a manner analogous to that in which
they already follow the pastoral instructions of the Catholic
authorities.23
Practical Application of Theological Principles
As has been mentioned already, the Spiritans found themselves in a
situation which they had not expected. They found that there had
been a Christian presence since the 15th century in the area to which
they were assigned. Even though there had been a long-lasting
presence, in many places the religious formation and pastoral care
of the local Christian population were neglected. Also, in the more
remote areas, many nomadic populations had not yet heard the
Gospel message. These two areas were identified as being the
major priorities.
Having thought long and hard, in 1977 the Spiritans opted to
collaborate with the local Ethiopian Orthodox Church. 'This was
done with the agreement of then Catholic Apostolic Administrator
of the Vicariate of Jimma, And so they launched themselves into
the 'unknown'. After many discussions and visits with the various
Orthodox Church leaders, it was decided to collaborate in a number
of different fields. The underlying idea was to support the EOe in
its own God-given mandate to bring the Good News to the peoples
of Garno Gofa, The strengthening and renewal of the EOe was the
aim and motivation of the Spiritan apostolate from that time
forward. This orientation was and continues to be supported by the
various General Chapters of the congregation. Let us now go on to
explore some of the common activities of the Spiritans and the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church in Garno Gofa.
:n "The Roman Catholic Church and the Coptic Orthodox Church", Information
Service n.76, 1991 (I), The Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. pp
23-26.
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Clergy Training Centre
Priests and deacons in the EOC do not go through a formal
seminary trammg prior to ordination. It is an apprenticeship
system. Additionally, there is no formal curriculum and the training
may be haphazard. For the celebration of the Eucharist five
ministers are necessary - two priests and three deacons. Since non­
ordained people are not allowed into the sanctuary, young boys are
often ordained as deacons so that they can serve in the sanctuary.
The liturgical ministry exercised by the priests and deacons is
usually learned by heart. So the formation required is the
memorization of the chants and prayers.
'The diaconate is not a transitory stage on the way to priestly
ordination. Some deacons may, after marriage, be called to be
priests, others may decide to enter a monastery and the others
remain as deacons. The role of deacon in a parish can be an
important one, especially if the deacons concerned have had a good
theological education and can serve as preachers in the Sunday
schools. The deacons are a good resource for a parish if they are
properly trained.
From experience and after numerous discussions with the local
Orthodox archbishop, it was realized that there was an urgent need
for a more systematic training and on-going formation for priests
and deacons in the countryside parishes. This would ensure that the
service given to, the parishes would be improved. In 1978, it was
decided to open a Clergy Training Centre (CTC) in the town of
Chencha. Various types of courses of different durations have been
offered by the centre. It is quite flexible in structure since the
priests who attend it are mostly married with wives and children to
take care of. 'The deacons are of school-going age and attend it after
the normal classes in state schools. The church is rooted in the lives
of the people and the clergy are not on a pedestal. They are on the
same economic level as their neighbours. They earn most of their
living from farming.
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Since the archdiocese of Arba Minch is in a quite remote and
poor part of Ethiopia, it has not had access to the same sources of
funds available in a large city like Addis Ababa. For this reason, up
to now the eTC has been supported financially by various foreign
donors. But it is hoped that when the self-sufficiency level of the
archdiocese increases it will become less and less dependent on
outside aid.
As well as the financial aid channelled by the Spiritans, over
the years some Spiritans were invited to give some informal input.
This was not on a regular basis. However, there were regular
meetings between the director of the ere and the Spiritans with
the aim of sharing ideas, following up the programmes offered and
evaluating their impact. The C'l'C has had a marked effect on the
life of the clergy and the parishes of the archdiocese of Arba
Minch. The clergy and parishes are more dynamic.
As well as the well-established eTC in Chencha, a new
training centre operates on a more modest scale in the town of
Jinka in the region now called South Omo (pari of the former
region of Garno Gofa). What is special about this centre is that it
trains young deacons who come from some of the nomadic
populations. The young deacons live in the training centre and
study in the state schools during the day. The plan is that when they
have completed their education they will be able to return to their
homes and be agents of evangelization. Already we are seeing the
fruits of this initiative. Also worthy of note is the fact that this
centre is a true partnership between the Spiritans and the local
Orthodox bishop of Jinka. It is 50% funded by the Spiritans and
50% by the local Orthodox diocese. The centre will soon be
upgraded to a full clergy training centre.
Catechetical Programmes and Parish Renewal
As mentioned in the previous section, the regular Sunday school
programmes in the parishes are being animated and led by the
priests and deacons who have been trained. This has had the effect
Ecumenical Commitment as Mission 53
of many Christians returning to the church on a regular basis. An
active clergy stimulates the faithful to take part fully in parish life
and build up a self-sufficient and self-sustaining community.
Part of the Spiritan support to the parishes is the financing of
training seminars and workshops for the travelling preachers who
are based in the archdiocesan offices. This training is necessary in
order to present the Gospel message in a systematic and relevant
way to the various ethnic groups in the archdiocese. This is because
some of the preachers are not local to the area.
The preachers have had a marked impact on the Christian
life in Garno Gofa. Many new parishes have been established
and older ones renewed as a result of the work of the preachers.
In the past, the Spiritans helped the new churches with some
building materials, but now this is rare because the local people
manage to be largely self-sufficient. It has happened that some
visitors to the Spiritan mission in Garno Gofa have asked 'how
many Christians are there in Garno Gofa?' Of course in the back
of their mind they meant how many Catholics. Rather
mischievously, the Spiritans told them 1.5 million and naturally
they were taken aback. The question illustrates how Catholics
understand themselves and the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. The
success of the Orthodox Church is not really seen as a Christian
success!
Translation Work
A very important tool in parish renewal and evangelization is to
have religious materials and literature available in local
languages. Since there had been little work done in this area, the
Spiritans along with their local Orthodox collaborators
encouraged the Orthodox Church .authorities to prepare materials
for translation into the various local languages of Garno
Gofa-there are an estimated 15 different languages.
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The list of translated texts is quite long. Some of the
translation work in the past, has included the Bible into the Dorze,
Garno, Gofa and Hamar languages. Other works included the
translation of prayer and liturgy books. Even though the languages
are widely spoken, very little if any had been committed to paper
and made available to local people. In some cases, the languages
had never been written down before. The training of outside
preachers in the use of local languages in the rural areas where
Amharic, the working language of Ethiopia, is not widely used
avails of the translations that have been done. This has had a
positi ve effect on the pastoral outreach programmes.
Orthodox Nuns' Monastery
While Ethiopia is well endowed with monasteries for men,
monasteries for women are few in number. In the popular mind old
widows become nuns, so monastic life is not really an option for
young women. However, over the past few decades this attitude has
started to change. A number of monasteries have been built where
young women can dedicate their lives to following Christ and
doing some practical activities. In Sebata, a small town outside
Addis Ababa, the monastery has a wide variety of income-
,
generating activities as well as a school and orphanage. Some nuns
from this monastery wished to establish a new foundation in Garno
Gofa and the Spiritans have actively encouraged them. The small
group of four pioneers was housed in the vacant sisters' house in
the Catholic mission compound while they were waiting for their
monastery to be approved by the Holy Synod of the ROC. In the
meantime, one senior nun worked as a health assistant in the health
programme of the Catholic Church. The other younger nuns were
given the opportunity of furthering their education to prepare them
for the task of running their own monastery in a self-sufficient and
self-sustainable way. 'They have trained as kindergarten teachers,
sewing school trainers and in financial administration. This training
was financed by the Catholic mission. The Spiritans were also
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instrumental in finding the finances necessary to build the
monastery. The monastery was officially blessed and opened this
year by members of the Holy Synod. It is hoped that this new
foundation will flourish because many young women in the Garno
Gofa area have expressed a wish to participate in monastic life.
Evangelization ofNomads
In the previous paragraphs we have encountered a variety of
activities which have involved the inner life of the EOC. Another
important aspect is the outreach programme to the nomadic
populations in the South Omo zone. Some background is important
here in order to understand its significance. Traditionally, the EOC
has not been known for evangelization work in the remote areas
where the local population is looked down upon by the settled
urban dwellers, who come from the northern 'civilized' highlands.
The urban based EOC tended to cater only for the urban dwellers
and saw the nomadic 'uncivilized' population as not being worthy
of any attention. In the nineteenth century many of these nomadic
populations were utilized as slaves. So, both they and the urban
outsiders didn't look on one another favourably.
In this context, the Spiritans tried and continue to try to act as
stimulants to the EOC hierarchy to tum their attention to
evangelization amongst the nomadic populations. This was a slow
process of advocacy. Eventually, Abune Zekarias, the EOC
archbishop of Arba Minch, appointed an Orthodox priest to work in
Dimeka amongst the Hamar population. He invited the Catholic
Church to send a priest also and so the joint evangelization
programme began. It was an historical moment.
'Three EOC parishes were established as a result of the
outreach programme and young deacons have been ordained from
the nomadic populations. Others are being trained in Jinka as was
mentioned in the section on CTCs. Progress is slow because of the
lack of available personnel both on the Spiritan side and the EOC,
but those who are involved are very committed. Still around 300
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nomads have been baptized and a church is in the process of being
built in the countryside, far away from the normal urban centres.
The willingness of the EOC to be flexible in its approach to
the nomads is exemplified by the exemption from certain types of
fasting which has been granted to them by a decision of the Holy
Synod. This decision was taken as a result of many conversations
with different Orthodox bishops. The diet of the nomadic peoples
depends a lot on cattle-drinking blood and milk. 'These are
normally forbidden during fasting time, but in the case of nomadic
pastoralists they are the main diet. Nomads from the Hamar tribe
are accepted into the church compound when they are wearing their
own cultural clothes. This would not have happened a few years
ago.
Reactions to the Spiritan Apostolate
As can be imagined, the approach taken by the Spiritans has had its
supporters and its detractors. Positive and negative reactions have
come from both the EOC and the Catholic Church, so let us take
them in turn.
Ethiopian Orthodox Church
We have already outlined a brief history of the relations between
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church in
. Ethiopia. Quite a number of Orthodox believe that the Catholic
Church has not really changed its idea of converting Ethiopian
Orthodox Christians into Catholics. They do not believe that the
Catholic Church is really serious about respecting them as a sister
church. All they have to do is point out the number of Catholic
.dioceses and vicariates where the majority of Catholics were
originally Orthodox. Some' Catholic missionaries, even in the 21
st
century, regard Orthodox Christians especially in the rural areas as
being 'pagans'. Is it any wonder therefore, that the Orthodox look
at the Spiritans with suspicion? The Spiritans, in their view, are no
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different from the other Catholic missionaries; they are only a bit
more subtle in their approach. They warn others not to be fooled by
the apparent altruism as they consider that Catholic missionaries
want everybody to renounce their Orthodox faith.
This atmosphere of suspicion has ebbed and flowed over the
years of the Spiritan presence in Garno Gofa. It is not the only
reaction. Suspicion is tempered by very warm collaborative
relations between many faithful, deacons, priests and some bishops.
Unfortunately, at the moment, it is a low point. But we are here for
the long run. 'The healing of memories will take many generations
and more consistency on the part of the Catholic Church in
Ethiopia.
Ethiopian Catholic Church - tragic wounds
From the point of view of Catholic reactions, things are far more
complicated. Spiritans in Garno Gofa have been the objects of both
hostility and praise, both in official church circles and unofficial
circles. There are emotions involved as well as differing
ecclesiologies and missiologies.
On the local Ethiopian level, many Ethiopian Catholics who
were or their families were originally Orthodox see the Spiritans as
being traitors to their church. It is a question of identity. How can
you support a church which is not your own? Why are you not
giving your resources and energy to support your own church? You
are denying your Catholic identity. You are Orthodox. What is
'amusing' when you hear these types of remarks is that the
Orthodox have no problem in identifying the Spiritans as
Catholics! The Spiritans understand that precisely as Catholics they
are engaged in ecumenism which is at the heart of evangelization.r"
Over the years Spiritans working in Garno Gofa have not been
encouraged to speak or write about their experiences because of the
hostilities that could be provoked. Some religious support the
.JA Cf. Redcmptoris Missio 50a.
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Spiritans and others are very strongly against. The hostility is born
out of emotion and has never been supported by a cool, reasoned
argument. When efforts are made to engage in an open debate these
generally descend into acrimony. The Spiritans are accused of
intransigence when they present the Church principles which they
are following and how they are supported by the official teaching
of the Catholic Church.
Pope John Paul II reminds us in Orientale Lumen that the
reality of the history of relations between the Catholic and
Orthodox Churches cannot be ignored (OL 21a). However, there
can. be no room for "a prejudicial opposition or a defeatism which
tends to see everything in negative terms.,,25 This is part of the
reality of the search for Christian unity. The difficulties are
manifested in " ... certain exclusions... certain refusals to forgive ... a
certain pride ... of an unevangelical insistence on condemning the
'h 'de' t di
. " 26
at er Sl ... �
.
a stain ...
We are dealing with human weakness, which seems to be
resisting the Spirit of unity. John Paul II even goes as far to say that
"Sometimes one even has the impression that there are forces ready
to do anything in order to slow down, and even put an end to, the
d Ch
.. . 27
movement towar s rtstian unity.
The only solution to this is "a change of heart" (UR 7). "Each
one therefore ought to be more radically converted to the Gospel
( ... J change his or her way of looking at things" (UtUS 15c and UR
7). In order to bring about the new beginning which is required we
have to be aware of "the fundamental need for evangelization at
every stage of the Church's journey of salvation" (UtUS 15a).
The Church context in which the Spiritans are working has to
take into account the reality that the wider Ethiopian Catholic
Church, which bears "a tragic wound: for they are still kept from
}) Cf. {}tUS 7%.
),6
Ibid., 15c.
7:1 Cf. Apostolic Letter for the Fourth Centenary of the Union of Brest, in Oss.
Rotn., No.47. 22 November 1995, p. 7.
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full communion with the Eastern Orthodox Churches despite
sharing in the heritage of their fathers.,,28 Spiritans are trying to
bridge the gap between the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the
Ethiopian Catholic Church but are constantly aware of their
precarious position because of the feelings on both sides. Shared
conversion is necessary, which can only be promoted by removing
the obstacles which in the past have caused bitterness and even .
violence.29
'The history of the relations between the Orthodox Church and
the Oriental Catholic Churches has been marked by
persecutions and sufferings. Whatever may have been these
sufferings and their causes, they do not justify any
triumphalism; no-one can glorify in them or draw an argument
from them to accuse or disparage the other Church [ ... ]
Whatever may have been the past, it must be left to the mercy
of God, and all the energies of the Churches should be directed
towards obtaining that the present and the future conform better
to the will of Christ for his own.
One possible way of advancing the course of unity is in the
area of pastoral cooperation-"the intensification of dialogue and
ecumenical collaboration" in order "to bear witness to Christ and to
proclaim the Gospel in all the languages of Africa.,,3o In a discourse
.
to His Holiness Abuna Paulos, Patriarch of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church on 11 June 1993, Pope John Paul II indicated that because
7.8 Cf. OL 2ib.
7.9 Cf. "Uniatism and the Present Search for Full Communion," (also known as
the Balamand Document) resulting from the seventh plenary session of the Joint
International Commission for the Theological Dialogue between the Catholic
Church and the Orthodox Church. Catholic International Vol. 4, No.9,
September 1993. pp.441-444 .
. W Cr. The !\.fi-ican Synod. Paulincs Publications Africa, 1994. p. 17, Message q{
tli« Synod, no. 22.
60 Brendan Cogavin
of the deep communion that exists between the two Churches, this
should "spur us on to seck new and suitable ways of fostering the
rediscovery of our communion in the concrete daily life of the
faithful of our two Churches.
,,31 Because of the present-day
circumstances we are required to "work together in the pastoral
domain [ ... ] the liturgy [ ... J the evangelization of the young.,,32 On
the occasion of the visit to Rome (ad limina /spostolorum] of the
Bishops of Ethiopia and Eritrea Pope John Paul 1I pointed out that
the advancement of ecumenical relations is a "matter of particular
urgency I ... ) The success of the dialogue of charity ( ... ) requires an
improvement in fraternal relationships on alllevcls.,,33
The joint evangelization programme carried out by the
Spiritans in Garno Gofa is opposed by many because it favours the
building up of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. They are Catholic
missionaries who should be building up the Catholic Church. Any
ecumenical acti vitics, while good in themselves, should not get in
the way of bui Iding up the Catholic Church. This is the crux of the
tensions between the Ethiopian Catholic bishops and the Spiritans,
Even amongst Spiritans themselves, the issue of Catholic
evangelization in Garno Gofa has provoked much heated debate.
Not all Spiritans have supported their approach. Nevertheless,
successive Spiritan general chapters have sent messages of support.
Parties to the debate have also included the Pontifical Council for
the Promotion of Christian Unity and the Congregation for the
Evangelization of Peoples.
One Churc/z-Two Rites?
The complex self-identity of the Ethiopian Catholic Church plays a
role in these tensions. In the late ro" and early 20th centuries the
result of the work of the Lazarists and Capuchins was the
31 Cf. Oss. ROI1l., No. 24, 16 June 1993, 3e. p. 5.
;)
Ibid., 3r., p. 5.
;;
('1'. Oss. ROIll., No. 41, 13 October 1993, 7a-b, p. 5.
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establishment of two Catholic Churches-Latin and Ethiopian. The
division of the Ethiopian Catholic Church into two rites is an added
complication in the cause of ecumenism.
The reality is that, even within the Ethiopian Catholic Church
itself, there is no consensus as to what it means to be an Ethiopian
Catholic. Whenever she question of rites comes up emotions come
into play. 'Those who follow the Ethiopian rite
"
may regard those
who follow the l ...atin rite as following something imported. The
Latin rite supporters condemn the Ethiopian rite as being the rite of
the Amhara colonizers. Politics and ethnicity come into the dispute
. and foreign missionaries have played a role in this, especially as
they are more comfortable with importing their own Christian
tradition and not learning about the Ethiopian one. As a result,
there is no clear definition of what it means to be an Ethiopian
Catholic. 'The only consensus is that they are not Orthodox! A
negati ve definition of oneself is not very conduci ve to ecumenism.
In fact, there needs to be ecumenism practiced within the Catholic
Church in Ethiopia!
The Spiritans in Garno Gofa opted for the Ethiopian rite as the
preferred vehicle of evangelization and pastoral work. This option
was chosen since the vast majority of Catholics there were from an
Orthodox background and they must be taken care of in their own
rite. But an added complication is that Garno Gofa is in a Latin
vicariate which is allergic to the Ethiopian rite.
The option taken by the Spiritans has the support and
encouragement of the Ethiopian-rite Catholic bishops but is
opposed by the Latin-rite vicars apostolic. Much scholarly
34 We must not forget that rite is not confined to 'how we say mass.' Canon 28
§ 1 of the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches (CCEO) reminds us that 'A
rite is the liturgical, theological, spiritual and disciplinary patrimony, culture and
circumstances of history of a distinct people, by which its own manner of living
the faith is manifested in each Church sui iuris.'
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research35, study and publication of liturgical texts on the part of
the Spiritans in partnership with the archdiocese of Addis Ababa"
and the Episcopal Committee for the Liturgy on the national level.
has taken place and continues to take place." This option was taken
to facilitate the Ethiopian-rite Catholics to return to the ancient
roots of their faith38 and thus help build some foundations for an
authentic Catholic identity based on the Ethiopian tradition. After
all, Pope John Paul II pointed out to the Catholic bishops of
Ethiopia and Eritrea that:
.
Efforts to gain a deeper understanding of the history and
development of the Alexandrian rite should continue, so that
the common Christian tradition of the region can contribute to
the journey to unity, both within the Catholic community and
with the other Churches.39
3.1 Cf. Fr. Emmanuel Fritsch CSSp., The Liturgical Year of the Ethiopian Church,
published under the auspices of the Ethiopian Review of Cultures, Addis Ababa,
2001.
36 Frs. Emmanuel Fritsch and Brendan Cogavin, CSSp., The Ethiopian-rite
Missal in English/or Weekday celebrations of the Eucharist, Addis Ababa, 2002.
3'1 A new Catholic Ethiopian-rite missal is 1n preparation for the use of Catholics
in Ethiopia and Eritrea. Three-fold rites of Christian Initiation are also being
. �repared for publication.8 The benefits for the Roman Church from the encounter with the Christian East
were mentioned in Un itatis Reditegratio 17: "What has just been said about the
lawful variety that can exist in the Church must also be taken to apply to the
differences in theological expression of doctrine. In the study of revelation East
and West have followed different methods, and have developed differently their
understanding and confession of God's truth. It is hardly surprising, then, if from
time to time one tradition has colne nearer to a full appreciation of some aspects
of a mystery of revelation than the other, or has expressed it to better advantage.
In such cases, these various theological expressions are to be considered often as
mutually complementary rather than conflicting."
-
39 Catholic Bishops' Conference of Ethiopia and Eritrea, June 12th 1997, cf. no.
5. Booklet p.22. Note that the Alexandrian-rite is the mother rite of Ethiopia and
Eritrea.
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A key element in tackling present day issues and planning for
the future is a study and revitalization of one's tradition. To find
out where we are going we need to look at where we have come
from in an honest and holistic way. As EO 2 says, "it is the mind of
the Catholic Church that each individual Church or rite retain its
traditions whole and entire,' while adjusting its way of life to the
various needs of time and space."
John Paul II points out in SA 31 b4o:
It is essential to go back to the past in order to understand, in
the light of the past, the present reality and in order to discern
tomorrow. For the mission of the Church is always oriented and
directed with unfailing hope towards the future.
In the case of the Oriental-rite Catholic Churches this is not a
luxury. It is not something simple. It is fraught with difficulty due
to their origin and their history of relations with their Mother
Churches. But it cannot be avoided.
All members of the Eastern Rite should know and be convinced
that they can and should always preserve their legitimate
liturgical rite and their established way of life, and that these
may not be altered except to obtain for themselves an organic
improvement. All these, then, must be observed by the
members of the Eastern rites themselves. Besides, they should
attain to on ever greater knowledge and a more exact use of
them, and, if in their regard they have fallen short owing to
contingencies of times and persons, they should take steps to
return to their ancestral traditions. (OE 6a)
�
40 The Encylical Slavorum Apostoli of Pope John Paul II in commemoration of
the eleventh centenaryof the evangelizing work of Saints Cyril and Methodius, 2
June 1985.
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Part of the return to one's "ancestral tradi tions" invol ves the
reform of a liturgy which because of its exposure to the Latin-rite
has the appearance of a mixture of the two. There is the tacit belief
that the Ethiopian Catholics, in order to be Catholic, must have
some things that look Roman. They cannot be too Ethiopian
because they will be "like the Orthodox." Again identity is split
between Rome and Ethiopia."
Speaking of the ancient Churches in Ethiopia and Eritrea,
Cardinal Silvestrini said: "There were and are significant models of
the incarnation of the Church in the local culture: the Alexandrian
tradition, in its spreading to Ethiopia, took on its own features, ever
more deeply African.,,42 But even more importantly he continued:
For this reason one must look back at this liturgical and
disciplinary tradition which more naturally can form even
today those people who in neighbouring areas choose to
embrace the Christian faith.43
These ancient traditions, of which the Catholic Church is an
heir, would seem to be the-more natural way of evangelization, due
to their deeply African character. The promotion of the authentic
Ethiopian tradition is therefore essential for a fruitful work of
evangelization-the Church is after all, missionary by its very
nature. A revitalized and confident Ethiopian Catholic Church
would be much more effective in its missionary nature.
Conclusions
41 Abba Ayele Teklehayrnanot, "The Struggle for the 'Ethiopianizatiori' of the
Roman Catholic Tradition", in Getachew Haile, Aasulv Lande and Samuel
Rubenson (eds.) The Missionary Factor in Ethiopia, pp.135-154.
47.
Cardinal Silvestrini was the then Prefect of the Congregation for Eastern
Churches. Cf. the Eighth General Congregation of the Special Assembly for
Africa of the Synod of Bishops, L 'Oss. Rom., No. 18, 4 May 1994, p.6.
43 Art. cit., p. 6.
Ecumenical Commitment as Mission 65
As can be seen from our presentation, the ecclesial situation in
Ethiopia is quite complex. Its very complexity means that there are
no simplistic solutions to the disunity amongst Christians and
especially between Orthodox and Catholics.
After the quick historical overview of the relationship between
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church,
we observed that time is needed to bring about healing and
reconciliation. Time is not the only thing that is needed - the will is
needed also. We seem to have the time but not really the will! The
leadership of the various dioceses and vicariates are much too
preoccupied with their own internal difficulties to devote any time
or effort to the commitment to ecumenism. This may sound
pessimistic, but in fact there are signs of hope. Through the
auspices of the Conference for Major Religious Superiors (CMRS),
a number of seminars, workshops and study groups have been set
up with the aim of reflecting on the identity of the Catholic Church
in Ethiopia and, its relationship with the ancient Ethiopian Orthodox
Church. These are meant to stimulate members of religious
congregations to action for ecumenism.
There is a need for more education about the Catholic
Church's teaching on ecumenism on a number of different levels.
An important factor in the disseminating of this teaching is a good
formation' of the clergy. Ecumenical studies, rnissiology,
ecclesiology and church history should he gi ven due attention in
the seminaries. The laity practice an ecumcnism of life on a daily
basis with their neighbours. This needs to be supplemented by a
corresponding ecumenical activity between Catholic clergy,
Ethiopian and expatriate, and the local Ethiopian Orthodox Church.
It seems logical but we cannot forget the emotions. We pray that
the Holy Spirit will bring healing and that all Christians in Ethiopia
wi 11 be able to stretch out their hands to God=-together.
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Hope or Dope: Christian Churches and
Socio-Political Development in Africa
Patrick Claffey
I
Milltown Institute of Theology and Philosophy, Dublin
When I dey sick, my mother go cry, cry, cry,
she go say instead when I go die make she die.
0, she go beg God,
"God help me, God help, my pikin oh."
2
Personal and historical perspectives
Let me introduce this with a little personal detail and a few brief
historical notes. To paraphrase Isak Dikensen "I once had a house
in Africa ... ", in fact I had several spread over the twenty five years
I lived there, as a missionary, from 1977 until 2002, at which time I
came back to Uni versity to research and write on aspects of that
very interesting and most enjoyable period of my life. My
fundamental research interest was the socio-political role of
Christian Churches in Africa, focusing on the Republic of Benin as
a case study.:'
In the terms of Guy Arnold's Africa a Modern History, I
arri ved well after the African 1960s "decade of hope" had faded, in
the middle of the 1970s "decade of realism" and li ved through the
"basket case" stage of the 1980s and into the 1990s, which Arnold
describes as a decade of "new directions and new perceptions".
4
Ghana, the beacon under Nkrumah, where I first arrived in
1977, spent a few weeks and have visited regularly since, was
1 Patrick Claffey, Head, Department of Mission Theology and Cultures, at
Milltown Institute, presented this paper under series, Africa Lecture: Centre for
the Study of Religion and Politics, St. Mary's College University of St. Andrews,
Thursday 26 April 2007.
2 From song lyrics by Prince Nico Mbarga, 1976.
3 See Patrick Claffey Christian Churches in Dahoemy-Benin: A Study of their
socio-political role, Leiden: Brill 2007
4
Guy Arnold, Africa: A Modern History, London: Atlantic Books 2005
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already being described as a failed state and certainly' looked like
one then, even to a newcomer. It is only fair to add that it has since
recovered from that difficult period, but I still date Flight Lt.
Rawlings arrival in power in 1979/1981 as the beginning of a spiral
of instability and violence that swept through a large part of West
Africa over the following two decades culminating in the present
crisis in Ivory Coast. The situation in much of the rest of Africa
was no less grim. 1994 saw the Rwanda and Burundi genocides
leading to catastrophe i� the whole of the Great Lakes region. Less
dramatically but no less definitely countries like. Somalia and
.�
Sudan slid inexorably into the "basket case" category.
It was during that period that I began to look at Africa in a
different way, something that ultimately led me back to research.
What was happening? It appeared that Chinua Achebe's phrase
€ could well be applied to much of a continent, things were surely
falling apart' with states being variously described as collapsed,
inverted, failed, criminalised, kleptocratic and even predatory."
Why? I really didn't know then and all I know now is that the
reasons were a complex mix of the socio-economic, political and
cultural. The evidence, in any case, was alarming. At that time
twenty-six states of the more than fifty on the continent were in a
state of war or extreme ci viI conflict.
The Congolese theologian, Ka Mana, like many others, was
wondering if Africa was not "going to die".
7 He pleaded for a
reconstruction of the continent, with the Christian myth as a
starting point for the imagining of a new utopia." He was seeking
"a coherent schema in which the 'images of the world' might
constitute a force, a breath, a dynamic of pregnant symbols and
5 Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, London: Penguin, 1958.
6 See Jean-Francois Bayart, Stephen Ellis, Beatrice Hibou The criminalization of
the state in Africa, London: James Currey, 1999
., See Stephen Smith, Negrologie: Comment L'Afrique meurt, Paris: CaIman
Levy, 2003.
8 Ka Mana, L'Afrique va-t-elle mourirY: essai d'ethique poLitique, Paris: Karthala,
1993.
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vital representations capable of mobilising the energies of the
peoples of Africa in order to invent the future".9 In Christian
theology several theologians were already looking at ideas of
contestation and liberation and the need to conquer
"[anthropological] pauperisation through a new cultural foundation
of Africa as a cultural entity".
10 With a certain sad irony in the year
of the Rwanda and Burundi genocide a Special Synod of the
�Catholic Church for Africa spoke of itself as "an ecclesial event of
fundamental importance for Africa, a kairos, a moment ofgrace, in
which God manifests his salvation."ll It cannot have seemed like
that in either Rwanda or Burundi at this time, both countries with
Christian majorities; Burundi is 62% Catholic, while Rwanda is
56.5%, Roman Catholic 26% Protestant and 11.1 %, Adventist.
While religious identities and sectarianism did not apparently
contribute to the genocide, neither were the churches able to do
very much to prevent it. Indeed the direct involvement of priests
and religious (Sisters) both in developing the ideology behind the
genocide and in carrying it out made it all the more traumatic for
the churches of all denominations.
Situating Christianity in postcolonial Africa
There may have been an assumption in some postcolonial thinking,
particularly amongst Marxists, that the branch of Christianity
would wither and die once the colonial tree had been felled. This,
of course, has not been the case and- in fact the growth across the
denominational spectrum over the past forty years has been
extraordinary by any standards. In the twentieth century, the
Christian population in Africa exploded from an estimated eight or
nine million in 1900 (8% to 9%) to some 335 million in 2000
(45%). As Phillip Jenkins has pointed out, the centre of gravity of
9 Ka Mana, La Nouvelle Evangelisation en Afrique, Paris: Karthala, 2000,. 21.
10
Engelbert Mveng, L'Afrique dans l'Eglise. Paroles d'un croyant, Paris:
L'Harrnattan, 1986 in Ka Mana, Theologie africaine pour temps de crise:
Christianisme et reconstruction de I 'Afrique, Paris: Karthala, 1993, 41.
11 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa, 1995, # 9.
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Christianity has moved from the West to Latin America, parts of
Asia and Africa.l ' Examined in historical terms this is hardly
surprising given the strategies adopted, 'This is well illustrated by a
statement by Pi us XI in the 1926 encyclical Rerum Ecclesiae:
Both history and experience-teach that when once the rulers of
a people have been converted to Christianity, the common
people follow closely in the footsteps of their leaders.
13
Writing of religion and politics in Africa, Jean-Francois Bayart
notes that 'it is "because the religious field is a locus of social
change that it is simultaneously a field of political recomposition".
Whatever their relationship to the colonial enterprise, the Churches
were agents for social change if only through their involvement in
education and their role in the formation of what was to become a
postcolonial African elite. Religion, Bayart asserts, "can contribute
to the invention of modernity", pointing to the role of both the
Catholic and Protestant Churches "in the inculcation of new
economic values and in the expansion of the capitalist world
economy in the 19th and early 20th'� 14
Ali Mazrui points to the role of the Christian Churshes in
education and the provision of a particular humanitarian and
universalist political discourse that favoured the birth of
nationalism. IS In any case by the end of the colonial period
mainstream churches had insinuated themselves into a modernizing.
African society.
Adrian Hastings observed that "the coming of independence to
most of black Africa brought a far slighter shift in Church-State
12
Philip Jenkins, 'The Next Christianity'. 1;he Atlantic Monthly, October 2002
13 Pius XI, Rerum EccLesiae, #31
14
Jean-Francois Bayart, Religion et modernite poLitique en Afrique noire, Paris:
Karthala, 1993,302-307.
15 Ali Mazrui, PoLitical -Values and the Educated Class in Africa, London:
Heinemann, 1978, 153-154.
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relations than might have been anticipated" .16 In Dahomey for
instance, the historian P. Metinhoue remarks that the period after
independence was one of "almost perfect understanding" between
the Catholic Church and the State.i ' while M.A. Gl616 concluded:
"The Catholic Church represents an incontestable political force in
Dahomey ... [and] apart from the army, the clergy constitutes the
only organised body, capable and very influential".
18 And this was
not just the case in Dahomey.
Governments with limited resources and often lacking
capacity in the field of education and health were happy to be
assisted by the contributions of the churches. In other cases the
relationship was even closer; the bishop's 'brother' was a
government minister leading to' a cosy if less than healthy
relationship for both sides. In some cases bishops provided
theological legitimation for political developments.!" Separation of
church and state was all very fine in France But this was not what
was going on here. As Gambetta noted "L'anticlericalisme n'est
pas un article d'exportation" (anticlericalism is not a product for
exportation); and whatever else the French left in Africa, a secular
state in the modem sense was not one of them. As a result, in many
cases, there occurred between many of the mainline churches and
the political powers in place what Bayart has described as a
"reciprocal assimilation of elites" 20, at least for as long as this was
mutually convenient.
'This, of course, refers specifically to the mainline historical
Churches. Africans, however, had long since begun to experiment
16 Adrian Hastings A History of African Christianity J 950- J 975, Cambride:
CUP, 1979: 147.
17 P.G. Metinhoue, 'Monseigneur Christophe Adimou, un eveque au service de la
verite et du dialogue sous un regime rnarxiste-Ieniniste
'
Eglise de CotOIlOU, Vol
33,7, 1993,66.
18
Glele, Naissance, 45.
19
See Comi Toulabor, 'Monseigneur Dosseh, Archeveque de Lome', Politique
Africaine, 35, 1989,68-76.
20
Jean-Francois Bayart 'Les Eglises chretiennes et la politique du ventre: Ie
partage du gateau ecclesial ', Politique Africaine. 35, 68-76, 1989.
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with their own forms of Christianity in the African Instituted
Churches (AICs). This development was also intimately cqnnected
with social change and thus was not without -political
consequences. Terence Ranger speaking of early African religious
movements notes: "even if they were not unequivocally anti­
colonial they constituted a form of politics't." Africa has been
producing its own prophets and its own responses to African
questions for a long time. Religious bricolage has always been part
of this and to use Achille Mbernbe's expression an "indocile"
Africa did not hesitate to improvise on the myths of the coloniser in
creating new "arguments of image,,22, however incomprehensible
they might sometimes have seemed to the outsider. Catherine
Coquery-Virdovitch speaks of the "[remarkable continuity] in the
climate of resistance to oppression, with a religious connotation
which lasted well beyond the colonial period; from which in
parallel, there is a permanent defiance of political actors who
continue with the surveillance and repression'Y' of religious
movements where these become inconvenient and, equally,
instrumentalise them when this is convenient. It has long been
obvious that Christian Churches of all hues have a definite socio­
political significance.
More recent developments .
From the 1980s, already described as "the basket case years", the
growth has been even more remarkable. Religious movements
seem to have grown as states ran into increasing difficulty. Indeed
it is difficult not to see the expansion of religion in some ways aSt�
mirror image of the socio-political and economic stagnation with
"'�
the churches rapidly rising in a period during which the continen,t,
21 Terence O. Ranger, 'Religious Movements and Politics in Sub-Saharan
Africa', African Studies Review, 29 (2), 1986,4.
n
James Fernandez 'African Religious Movements' Annual Review of
Anthropology, 7,1978,228-229 .
. �3 Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, Afrique Noire: Permanences et Ruptures,
Paris: L'Harrnattan, 1985,243.
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was sliding into an extremely grim situation. Starting during this
period of hopelessness, it seems there has been a definite recourse
to the invisible and what Achille Mbcmbe has described as "la
proliferation du divin". He suggests that it is the "intellectual
atrophy" of the movement for socio-political change in Africa in
general that has led to the rise of various "nati vist ideologies and
new cosmologies articulated around religious symbolism and the
rehabilitation of occult forces".24 In addition to these more "nativist
ideologies" there has been a steady growth in the historical
churches accompanied by a' phenomenal growth in Evangelical
Pentecostalism right across the continent.
The "intellectual atrophy" of the socio-political situation leads
inevitably to a kind of alienation and anomie particularly amongst
disaffected youth who can only glimpse modernity and its wares
through internet cafes, TV programmes and the occasional brother
or sister who has made the breakthrough to their
destin/5-obtaining a visa to France or the USA. A Catholic
secondary school student in the Republic of Benin (West Africa)
illustrates the point, unwittingly echoing Fanorr'", when he tells me
"Nous som.mes une generation maudite" (we are a cursed
generation), citing AIDS, chronic unemployment, a future without
hope or promise if he does not manage to flee to Europe or the
USA. The distance between where he is and the world he aspires
to, and increasingly peeps at for 400 francs (cfa) an hour in Internet
cafes, seems to grow daily. The tension between the global and the
local, tradition and modernity, the attainable and the unattainable is
7.4 Achille Mbernbe, 'Esquisses d'une democratic a l'africaine,' Le Monde
Diplomatique, mars 2000, 20. See also Achille Mbernbe 'Proliferation du divin
en Afrique subsahrienne' in G. Kepel (Dir), Les politiques de -Dieu, Paris: Seuil,
1993.
25 These are common terms in Pentecostal Christianity.
26 Frantz Fanon, Les Damnes de La Terre, Paris, 1961. (The Wretched of the
Earth, Penguin Modern Classics, translated by C. Farrington, London: Penguin,
1967).
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almost unbearable." He is, he says, "blocked" in his progress at
school and in his other life-project ("projets de vie").
In the absence of a ministry of protection and deliverance in
the Catholic Church in his local area, he has started attending
prayers with a charismatic pastor who had recently set up a Church
in the area and promised him deliverance:
I kept going to him for the prayer sessions .. �. This was for
some time before the examinations .... So now that I have
succeeded at the HEPe (Intermediate level examinations). I
have understood that perhaps I was somewhat deli vered and
that the road is open to me.
28
This could be dismissed as the fear and frustration of an
adolescent but a senior bank official appears to confirm his view
when I ask him what he is seeking in the Pentecostal Christian
Action Faith Ministries International:
First of all spiritual protection for ourselves and our children
and then the possibility of developing ourselves as a man and
an individual in the society in which we live. You will not be
unaware of the fact that we Ii ve in a country where there is a
development of malefic power. .. You know that Benin is the
cradle of Vodun, that witchcraft still exists in Benin. The
advantage of this Church is that it knows how to gi ve spiritual
protection and to show that in Jesus Christ we have been saved
for the future. 29
Albert de Surgy reports an almost identical response but the
conclusion is more radical:
27 Online shopping sites are amongst the most frequently visited.
28 Interview 09 September 2002.
29 Interview 26 May 2002.
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Africans start their life with a malediction since when we are
born in our families we find customs and traditions. These
customs and traditions are maledictions that Satan has
introduced into our families. We must cut the ties with our
ancestors. Allefuia ... The fetishes and idols we possess are
maledictions that are blocking our path, that block all
progress .... You who are Christian ... if you continue to
conform to the customs and the traditions, to eat the meat of
the Devil, cease doing it this very evening. Some among you
are not true Christians. You are still Beninois. Me, I may have
been born Zairois, but I crush my culture, my traditions, to
save my brothers and sisters. This is what we must do.
Amen.3o
This evidence is very significant, with several common themes
which, in my view, reveal a society in considerable difficulty and it
can be replicated across much of the continent. In the most negative
sense, they represent a rejection of family and culture that can only
result in extreme alienation and certainly poses problems for the
construction of a modem state and society.
In an essay entitled The religious effects of culture:
nationalism, Hart cites Quentin Skinner's The Foundation of
Modern Political Thought to suggest that political modernity in
Europe, the state and the nation-state, were born in the political
ferment of the Renaissance and Reformation age and the religious
wars that. followed. "On Skinner's view, the state is what
'happened' when Europeans found themselves drowning in their
own blood for religious reasons. The absolutist claims of the state
usurped and displaced the absolutism of Christian convictions, the
30
Surgy, Albert de. Le Grand Choix : Societe Republicaine ou Societe de
Marche. Paris: Harmattan, 2002.48. One of the books on sale at family seminars
was Ofoegbu Timothy Godwin, (1999), Skeleton of the Ancestors: Heal Your
Family Tree, Lagos: Flame Books, 1999.
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imperium of the state displacing the imperium of the Church.,,31 In
effect, the state had to be strong to contain the warring forces
within it and impose order and, ironically, religious enthusiasm l��r�.
to the secularisation. What I am suggesting here is a similar process
but somehow in reverse. The weakness of many African states
creates a situation allowing Churches to emerge providing,
however tentatively, the space for some semblance of an ordered
life, and some hope, however ephemeral.
.
This is the terrain upon which religions of all kinds operate in
much of Africa. Cities wake before dawn to the cries of muezzin
imploring Allah "the great and the merciful" and go to sleep (or
don't) to the sound of Christian Churches praying and singing late
into the night.32 There is an enormous religious market offering
what is craved for: salvation, refuge, healing, deliverance,
protection, solutions, breakthroughs, success release, prosperity,
miracles, victory, and even glory. What Ka Mana describes as "the
exuberance of the religious" is very striking and here one
encounters what he colourfully describes as "the respectable", "the
delirious", "the venerable", "illusion merchants", '''true seekers of
God", "counterfeiters of the sacred", "the deep breath of the spirit"
as well as the occasional "terrorist of the invisible,,33 al1 seeking
their share of a booming religious market.
The salvation sought is not just personal it is also collective,
since there is a constant emphasis across the denominational
spectrum on the need for "prayers for the nations,,34 in order to save
Africa from the plight it finds itself in. The German pastor
.
Reinhard Bonnke runs the well know move Christ for All Nations,
31
In William D. Hart, Edward Said and the religious effects of culture,
Cambridge: CUP, 2000, 48. See also Quentin Skinner. The foundations of
modern political thought, Cambridge: CUP, 1978.
37. In March 2002 a presidential decree dealing with "sound pollution" placed
restrictions on the nocturnal activities of the churches. One of the churches I was
visiting was stoned by people of the neighbourhood upset at the noise.
33 Ka Mana, La Nouvelle Evangelisation en Afrique, 23-24.
34 See http://www.bethanyinternational.org/home/articles/mani-prayer-report.asp
(accessed 02 March 2007) .
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which concentrates much of its crusade activity on Africa under the
title Africa is Being Saved!"
35
Ironically, however, one of the most
repeated common prayers in many churches is the supplication for
success in obtaining a visa, precisely it would seem to escape the
fate of being condemned to stay in a nation that is in difficulty and
to escape to what many Pentecostals refer to as a new destiny. The
following extractfrom a sermon is a useful illustration of this:
You are Destined for Glory... BUT ... BUT ... BUT ... You are
tied ... You are tied ... You are tied. You are destined for glory
but you are tied .... You have a car, a little car. You have a job,
a little job. You have money, a little money. But that is not
your destiny. You have come to the city. Now you are at the
junction of two roads. [ .... ] Your business was going well but
now it has slowed down. It is not like it was, because you have
been tied ....
It is not enough to be born-again. You must go on further to
your destiny. You need to be relocated to where you ought to
be [ ... ] to where your abundance is waiting for you ....
This inevitably raises questions as to what the churches are offering
in any real sense, is it 'in fact dope in the Marxist sense of an opiate
in a situation of misere-desolation, to use Corten' s term, or is it as
Ka Mana hopes "a coherent schema in which the 'images of the
world' might constitute a force, a breath, a dynamic of pregnant
symbols and vital representations capable of mobilising the
energies of the peoples of Africa in order to invent the future"-in
other words hope'T" The answer must surely be mixed and it
certainly requires an examination of the different discourses.
35http://cfan.org/ { English-IntI iff SouthAfrica Site Jlindex-
crusade report.asp'?page=2 accessed 02 March 2007. See also Paul Gifford.
"Reinhard Bonnke's Mission to Africa, and his 1991 Nairobi Crusade." In New
Dimensions in African Christianity. P. Gifford, (ed.) Nairobi: All Africa
Conference of Churches (AACC: 1992) 157-187.
36
KaMana, La Nouvelle Evangelisation en Afrique, 21.
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Development of Social Doctrine within the Mainline Churches
Within Catholicism and indeed in ecumenical Christianity
generally there is a certain emphasis on the social doctrine of the
Churches; there is heavy involvement in social projects of all kinds,
education, health, agriculture, women's projects and social
development of all kinds. Often they are the main providers either
through local church services or through the intervention of
international faith-based NODs.
In the past thirty years there has been a particular emphasis
within Catholicism on the importance of the social doctrine of the
Church. This was developed particularly during the pontificate of
John Paul II, most particularly in the 1987 encyclical Sollicitudo
Rei Socialis (On Social Concern). 'This along with John Paul's
many visits to the continent became the basis for Catholic social
commentary on Africa, ultimately leading to the post-synodal
exhortation Ecclesia in Africa37.
This emphasis on the social teaching is often followed up in
institutes throughout the continent dedicated to issues of justice and
peace. The Institute of Justice and Peace (UP) in Cotonou, Benin, is
an interesting example of this. The Institute's largely Christian­
democratic orientation would seem to be confirmed by the support
it recei ves from the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung,
38 which has been
actively involved in democratic political development in Benin
since 1990, as well '\S its contacts with the German Catholic
business world. Dr Tardy Ostry, director of the KAS, says: "Our
aim is to strengthen the social doctrine of the Church". And in this
contribute to the consolidation of democratic institutions within the
37 See The African Synod - Documents, Reflections, Perspectives. Edited by
Africa Faith & Justice Network under the direction of Maura Browne. New
York: Orbis, 1996. See particularly chapter VI of Ecclesia in Africa.
38 Founded in 1956. " The Foundation offers political education, conducts
scientific fact-finding research for political projects, grants scholarships to gifted
individuals, researches the history of Christian Democracy, and supports and
encourages European unification, international understanding, and development­
policy co-operation." See http://wwwl.kas.de/stiftung/englisch/intro.htmll
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state.:W The UPs discourse is essentially that of the social doctrine.
It is somewhat abstract, conservative and appears to be little
adapted to the political realities of the country, although it does
touch on questions such as ethnic idcntity.l'' Essentially, however,
it repeats with little variation what it sees as classical Thomist
positions and the social doctrine as enunciated by John Paul II. It is
difficult to know to what extent it contributes to the imagining of
the state in contemporary Benin. I posed the problem to Fr. Goudjo,
director of the Institute, in the course of an interview. lIe
acknowledges my observations but says that the problem is one of
finding an appropriate discourse that will express a political
philosophy for Africa today .. He has chosen that of classical
Thomism because, he says, when African intellectuals meet they
need a schema of debate "because [they] don't have a philosophical
springboard ... that is thought out and co-ordinated". In fact, he
points out, all of them are using exogenous discourses, whether
developmentalist, Marxist/dependency or neo-liberal, and in this
his institute is no different.
We can take a few of our local sayings but this is not a
discourse, and in order to establish a discourse one must find
another logic. We haven't been formed in an African
logic-even those who pass for Africanists .... There is not an
African thinker who has the logical coherence upon which we
could found our philosophical springboard. My springboard is
founded upon the Catholic faith; that is all I have done.
Catholicism and Thomism for the very simple reason that I
admire Thomas Aquinas ... his capacity and the strength of his
synthesis ... because of these titanic ideas he has succeeded in
establishing.
I'm doing what I can .. .If I write a lot, it is because of that, it is
because we find ourselves in a no man's land... So we have to
,9
Interview, 11106/2002.
W
Raymond B. Goudjo, (Ed.) Identites ethniques et integrite nationale, Cotonou:
Flamboyant, 1998.
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accept the entry into our politics of external elements which
arc completely strange to us but which at the same time
impose upon us a conversion in the way we look at things ...
41
The ethical values expressed in the social doctrine are those
that he considers to have contributed to the construction of other
successful polities in the Christian Democratic tradition.Y These
states are based on the dignity of the human person, the primacy of
truth, the common good, and justice for all, in a state that is
respectful of the subsidiary entities that compose it, allowing them
room to develop in a spirit of solidarity with others and the wider
world. This certainly contests more totalitarian models of power
which seem to have been dominant since independence.l'' It is
difficult, however, to see how this is making any real inroads in the
cut and thrust of everyday politics in Benin.
Pentecostalism and the Search for a new Destiny
Pentecostal churches speak of Africa making a breakthrough as
they advance on widespread campaigns seeking "soul harvests",
the rejection of the' tradition and new destiny for the nations of the
continent.
Amongst academics David Martin is perhaps the most
enthusiastic particularly with regard to Evangelical Pentecostalism
as a source of n�w energy and life for the continent. He claims:
41
Interview, 14/07/02.
42 See Amato Giuliano, Dehaene Jean-Luc et Valery Giscard d'Estaing,
'L'Europe demain: la fausse querelle des "petits" et des "grands'"; Le Monde
13/11/03 18-19. A part of this long piece in Le Monde attempts to show how
these values havebeen fundamental to the construction of European polities and
how they have been incorporated into the proposed European constitution.
43 Kwarne Bediako emphasises the importance of Christianity in "desacralisation
of authority and power" in the African context. See his Christianity in Africa:
The Renewal of a Non- Western Religion. 1997 ed. Edinburgh & New York:
University of Edinburgh Press & Orbis Press, 1995.243-251.
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To be born again is to have the power to "construct a space"
for freedom and dignity, and to exercise authority by prayer,
by exorcism and by averting misfortune.
The reorganisation of a chaotic moral field enables
Pentecostals to particrpate in popular discontent with
government. Most born-again Christians do not bribe officials
or even tolerate such behaviour, and they also articulate an
indirect critique of state-sponsored violence and the operations
of the fraternities. They wrestle against the principalities and
powers, and that means spiritual and satanic wickedness in
high places, i.e. big and evil men. They are armed with
countervailing power and their struggle on the spiritual level is
all of a piece with their refusal to "play the game". There are
signs that this spiritual contest with corruption and with
violence and lack of accountability of the powerful may grow
into a more institutional participation in politics ... Clearly this
cannot be a homogeneous movement precisely because
Evangelicals express different sets of interests in their
opposition to corrupt elements in the social order.
Nevertheless, they are part of self-conscious regulation "in an
ongoing process of social transformation.i"
Martin's thesis IS that Pentecostalism has "replicated
Methodism" and that its socio-economic and political effects in
l ...atin America and in Africa will be similar to those it is claimed it
led to in Great Britain and in the USA. He is enthusiastic about its
transforming effect on the situation of oppressed groups and
44 David Martin, Pentecostalism - The World Their Parish (Religion and
Spirituality in the Modern World), (London: Blackwell, 2002), 140-141. See also
Ruth Marshall, "'Power in the Name of Jesus": Social Transformation and
Pentecostalism in Western Nigeria Revisited', in T. Ranger and O. Vaughan
(Eds) Legitimacy and the State in Twentieth Century Africa, London: Macmillan,
1993; Birgit Meyer, Translating the Devil: Religion and Modernity among the
Ewe in Ghana, Edinburgh: EUP, 1999.
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particularly women, even calling it "a women's movernent=." The
Pentecostal emphasis on "betterment, self-discipline, aspirations
and hard work" which are "the first harsh phase of modernisation"
will, he claims, eventually propel other parts of the world into
modernity.
Paul Gifford casts a colder eye on things. While
acknowledging that Evangelical Pentecostalism may contribute to
the maintenance of a certain social cohesion and "peaceability", as
Martin suggests, he has little time for the idea that they contribute
in any meaningful way to the "reform of culture". Even in their
understanding of "peaceability", he argues, they play the game of
those in power, and thus in dulling the public debate that is
essential to a working democracy and a renewal of Africa. lIe is
equally dismissi ve of their role in gender issues, the understanding
of success, and the inculcation of democratic values, the building of
social capital or trust, and the work ethic, all at the core of Martin's
46
argument.
I would find it difficult to share Martin's optimism and my
fieldwork revealed little that corresponds to his thesis. Much of the
discourse I heard in Pentecostal churches, and indeed in many of
the mainline churches, seemed centred increasingly on deliverance;
healing, wonders and miracles rather than anything that .could be
even loosely described as a new Protestant ethic. Far from being
the centres of a new motivating discourse, they often appeared to
me more as places of refuge in the face ofa difficult daily life and
an often a dysfunctional state. Writing of Haiti Laennec Hurbon
states:
One can ask oneself if the Pentecostal public space is not
conceived essentially on the basis of the imaginary of
witchcraft. In other words, only the Church herself, that is the
assembly, can offer a haven of protection against a world
:�)
Martin, Pentecostalism, 169.
·16 See Paul Gifford, Christianity and Politics in Doe's Liberia. Cambridge: CUP,
1993; Ghana's New Christianity, London: Hurst, 2004.
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understood as tota11 y hostile, and m some sense an
intermediate space which serves both as a private and as a
public sphere, in the sense that the individual can allow
himself to freely express the sufferings of his daily life and at
the same time find a certain fusion with the pentecostal
. community, his new family. Can we say that we are
witnessing here a marronnage (that is to say a flight) from the
political'F"
I certainly found it significant to note within the churches a
constant emphasis on fellowship, fraternity, community etc., all
over and against society. These churches seemed to me at times to
be alternative societies, and in that sense sectarian and somewhat
closed' in on themselves rather than positively engaged with and
contributing to the edification of a better civil and political society.
Across the churches it appeared to me that that was a serious
lack of social analysis of the kind that might allow for the
development of appropriate theologies "capable of mobilising the
energies of the peoples of Africa in order to invent the future".48 In
fact one is often struck by the paucity of original theology in
Africa. Liberation theology had a brief life in the writings of one or
two authors such as Englebert Mveng and lean Marc Ela, Ka Mana
worked briefly on a theology of reconstruction but it is not clear
that this resulted in very much.
Writing recently of Kenya, Paul Gifford is quite pessimistic in
his analysis of the theologies coming out of a part of Africa that has
become a kind of intellectual centre for the continent. Far from
being political theologies with a view to social and political
change, he sees them as dominated by the idea of African culture
and the theme of inculturation but they are also marked by a
"relentless externalism or blaming the West" for all of Africa's
problerns.l" 'This in turn takes the focus away from where it should
47 Hurbon, Sociologie, 241. .
48 Ka Mana, La Nouvelle Evangelisation en Afrique, 21.
49 Paul Gifford, personal communication
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be in analysis. It is a kind of inculturation, in my view, that looks to
a golden past rather than towards building a new future. Naipaul .
remarks that "Africa lives its past like a dream of purity, the past as
a religion."
50 The question one must ask, however, is what of the
future?
Conclusion
And so the time comes to put my own cards on the table in
answering the question set in my title: Christian Churches dope or
hope? I should state that I came to this study as a practising
Christian and having lived and worked as a missionary for 25
years, it can fairly be said that I have every interest in viewing this
positively. Of course, I have also met Christians who I think are
making a difference based on their faith and their commitment. Ka
Mana's "true seekers of God", the poor of the Beatitudes (Mt. 5.1-
10), righteous people in the best sense seeking to live honest lives
and bui ld a better and more hopeful future for themsel ves and their
families. No doubt this is spread across the denominational
spectrum.
The churches themselves speak of an African kairos in which
faith must playa role. But how effective is all this? Where does it
lead? Is there a coherent project "capable of mobilising the energies
[needed in Africa] to invent a new future?" To what extent "can the
Christian utopia as a horizon of existence be credible in the debates
of society and in what way could the new evangelisation be
presented as another way of being and of living for human
societies,,?51 One must certainly wonder and worry about the
apparent recourse to the invisible, to a world of "miracles and
wonders" that often seems devoid of any kind of social analysis, as
indeed one wonders and worries about a discourse which while it
may have a certain intellectual or philosophical coherence also fails
to engage with more concrete realities on the ground.
)() V.S. Naipaul cit. in Smith Negrologie, 82
)1
Ibid., 20-21.
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As a Christian one lives in hope but at the same time one must
have an awareness of the dead ends religion has also led us into.
Here, of course, one comes back to the importance of the
theologies and where they take us. In his study of the Reformation,
Geoffrey Elton notes: "It will not do to treat the radical reformers
as though only their theology mattered; neither the spread of their
ideas nor the reaction of others can possibly be understood unless
the secular discontent to which they give tongue is kept in mind".52<
It is a fundamental theoretical tenet of this paper that neither
religion nor theology exists outside social circumstances. They
respond to these in different ways. Thus it can take on forms that
one may find difficult to recognise as 'religious' in the more
conventional sense. The course of religious history has often been
one of decay and reformation. It seems to go down blind alleys and
into dead ends to the point where it becomes a caricature of itself,
making Faustian deals of all kinds with the powers of the world. In
these circumstances, it is certainly difficult to see it making a
contribution to the edification of a more just society.
As a Christian, however, one is also aware of its positive
power and its contribution to the construction of a more just
society. What we need, I suggest, is a theology with its ear to the
ground, or, perhaps more appropriately, on the heart of humanity: a
theology of engagement rather than a theology of retreat, a
theology of liberation as well as a theology of solidarity, ultimately,
in Jurgen Moltrnann's terms, a theology ofhope.53
:;). G.R. Elton, Europe from Renaissance to Reformation, London: Folio Society,
2001,68.
53
Jurgen Moltmann, Theology ofHope: On the Ground and the Implications ofa
Christian Eschatology, SCM Press, London, 1967.
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Presence as Ecclesial Peacemaking Strategy
A Yodcrian Perspective
Kenneth Obiekwe'
Katholieke Uni versiteit Leuven
'The relationship between the church and the world and the church's
role toward social transformation and enduring peace culture has
"attracted wide discussions, schools of thought, and volumes of
literature. Yet, the persistence and changing nature of violent conflicts
and historical exigencies always call up the question anew to be
addressed in ne� lights. This is the case with today's identity and
asymmetric conflicts and the culture of selfish individualism,
dangerous competitive materialism, increasing unbridled relativism,
widening economic disparity, persistent domination and exploitation,
and continuing discrimination, hate and fragmentation of humanity.
The situation calls for a new consciousness and commitment of the
church to peacemaking as its mission in the world, albeit without
compromising its identity and guiding ethical principles.
I see in the church's presence as a social reality a strategy in itself
of social transformation that, if given the critical consciousness and
intentional commitment it deserves, will not only give intellectual
credibility to Christian worldview, but will significantly advance the
cause of enduring culture of peace. Yet, the approach is not one of
pragmatic calculation and choice, but normative to the church. The
Mennonite scholar John Howard Yoder who taught at Notre Dame
(Catholic) University Indiana before his untimely death in 1997 has
powerfully demonstrated this. This paper is based on his elaboration of
the dynamics of presence as the church's peacemaking strategy. It will
first elucidate the idea of peace culture as the orienting horizon of the
church's peacemaking. Next, it will show the biblical basis of presence
as the church's peacemaking paradigm and approach and then proffer
the frontiers the church needs to transcend for effective operation of
1 Kenneth Obiekwe is a priest of the Catholic Diocese of Okigwe, Nigeria. He is
currently a PhD candidate in the Faculty of Theology, Department of
Theological Ethics, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Belgium.
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presence as its strategy. Finally, the paper will throw light on elements
of presence as dynamic strategy of peacemaking.
The Idea of a Peace Culture
The Hebrew concept of shalom as integral human wellbeing or
completeness, which is realizable only in society where steadfast love,
faithfulness, righteousness, and justice prevail, gives us a good insight
into the idea of a peace culture. This notion of shalom is evident in
Psalm 85: 10, which personifies and pairs four powerful moral
concepts: steadfast love (chesed), faithfulness (emunah), righteousness
(tsedaqah), and justice (mishpat)? This Psalm appears in the context of
a people pleading and waiting for the return of God's favour against
the reign of injustice, insecurity, and misery. The return of God's
favour, which is the reign of peace, means the reign, in the dynamic
interplay, of these moral values in the land. Remarkably, the vision of
shalom in Psalm 85 bears an eschatological referent. The optimum
condition of shalom transcends human possibilities. It needs divine
intervention. However, the people must live in accord with
righteousness and justice for peace to prevail.'
It is important to point out that the Old Testament prophets
associate the full realization of shalom with the rule of the Messiah,"
Christ fulfils this in enacting God's kingdom as a socio-political and
economic reality of which justice and peace are among its core values.
Yet, the kingdom is here and not here. As far as the historical event of
Christ is concerned, revealing the ultimate human destiny and the
purpose of history in which we now live, we live in anticipatory way.
Thus, the full peace remains an eschatological reality.' Nevertheless,
2 See William M. Swartley, Covenant of Peace: The Missing Peace in the New
Testament Theology and Ethics (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2006), 27.
Psalm 89: 14 uses these same moral concepts.
3 See Ibid., 30.
4 See Is. 32:17,60:17; Jer. 14:13; Hos. 2:18-19. See also Psalm 72:7.
5 See George Weigel, Tranqullitas Ordinis: The Present Failure and Future
Promise of American Catholic Thought on War and Peace (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1987), 340.
.
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set in the context of 'incamational humanism,' eschatology is not a call
for inaction. It is rather a call for action in correspondence to the nature
of God's kingdom already here. From this perspective, shalom serves
as a kind of check-and-balance in the pursuit of peace. It defines our
orienting peacemaking horizon, but cautions us against thinking that
we must achieve full justice and peace in this world."
It is important to know then that the idea of a peace culture is not
Utopian idea' of absolute just and peaceful social order. More
importantly, the notion of shalom evidences that peace is more than the
absence of war. It is an integral and dynamic condition of human
wel1being and that of society. Consequently, the idea of peace culture
is that communal or social environment and condition, dependent upon
the establishment of just social, political, and economic systems and
structures, in which people grow in loving; kind, justice-full,
nonviolent, and responsible relationship toward the fuller realization of
their wellbeing, integrity, and dignity. Social transformation and
peacemaking emerge as the process of creating within the community
those conditions and structures that are life-enhancing, and, conversely,
eradicating all those structures and features that diminish human
wellbeing.' .
The idea of peace culture, therefore, enables us think broadly of
multiple activities and roles that can contribute toward the
establishment of a just and peaceful society. Elise Boulding beautifully
expresses this point when she writes:
When we are thinking in terms of peace culture, many other
elements come into playas well. It helps to think of peace culture
as a mosaic, made up of varied ingredients: historical memories of
peaceful peoplehood; teachings and practices of communities of
faith on gentleness, compassion, forgiveness, 'and the inward
disciplines of reflection and prayer; ways families care for one
6 See Ibid., 336-341; Gregory Baum, Amazing Church: A Catholic Theologian
Remembers a Half-Century ofChange (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2005),49.
7
See Michael C. Elliot, Freedom, Justice and Christian Counter-Culture
(London: SCM and Philadelphia: Trinity, 1990),66-67.
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another and nurture the next generation: economic behavior that
deals carefully with earth's resources and is oriented to human
need and human sharing; forms of governance that ensure justice
for all; and means of dealing with conflicts, differences,
strangers-with those who are 'other'-in the problem-solving,
reconciling manner.8
Furthermore, the idea of peace culture encourages appreciating and
enhancing values and practices among all peoples and cultures that
non-violently promote genuine peace. To use the words of Augustine,
it is a process that "instead of nullifying and tearing down, ... preserves
and appropriates whatever in the diversities of diverse races is aimed at
one and the same objective of human peace, provided that they do not
stand in the way of the faith and worship of the one supreme and true
God.,,9 Furthermore, it suggests that we should think in terms of
holistic peacemaking or peace-building processes in ongoing
transformation of society.
Let me emphasise here that the logic of peace culture as the
orienting horizon of peacemaking lies. in our common humanity. In
practice, this means that there exists a global relationship among all
peoples, irrespective of our differences. We have one world, but
expanded in parts to al1 ends.
to This corroborates the point that peace
culture calls for multiple roles and practices' across cultures. and
peoples. It is important, therefore, to remark that although the church
has a unique role to play toward a global peace culture it is not its task
alone. The orienting horizon of peace culture demands that the church
8 Elise Boulding, "Cultures of Peace and Communities of Faith," in
Transforming Violence: Linking Local and Global Peacemaking, eds. Robert H.
Herr and Judy Z. Herr, forward by Konrad Raiser (Scottdale and Waterloo:
Herald Press, 1998), 95.
o
Augustine, The City of God, in The Fathers of the Church, trans., Gerald G.
Walsh and Daniel J. Honan, ed., Roy J. Dcferrari (Washington .. D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press. 1954), 19.17.
10
Ibid., 18.2,5.22.
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should seek collaboration with other sociological bodies and authorities
and the State.
Before I delve into the church's role in this collaborative task, let
me first show the biblical basis of presence as the church's intra­
systemic peacemaking paradigm and approach.
The Biblical Basis of Presence as the Church's Peacemaking
Paradigm and Approach
Yoder's voice is important in the discussion of the church's
peacemaking paradigm and role in the world not because he proposes
what could pass the test of our scientific age as a strategy, in the
pragmatic scale of immediate effectiveness. It is rather because he
vividly and eloquently expounds the nature of the church, as a social
reality, as itself the paradigm and unique instrument of the Gospel
imperative of justice and peace. The world's need of the church is
therefore to be the church. Here is the notion of presence as a strategy:
the church's sociological presence is a strategy of social transformation
and peacemaking. Thus, presence as the ecclesial peacemaking
strategy is not a mere tactic or technique of calculable outcome. It is
the church's way of life, a way of being in the world and a way of
making things happen.
The paradigm of presence goes back to the Jeremianic model of
living in the city where God has sent the Jewish Diaspora into exile.
The Jeremianic model, as Yoder says, prefigures the way Christians
are to live in world. I I What Jeremiah asks his Hebrew people, exiled in
Babylon, is to seek the peace of the city (Jer. 29:7). This, according to
Yoder, is not a call to a guerrilla campaign or arms insurrection against
their oppressors. To seek the peace of the city, to initiate social change
or liberation "is the creation of a confessing community which is viable
without or against the force of the state and does not glorify that power
II See John H. Yoder, "<See How They Go with Their Face to the Sun,
'" in For
the Nations: Essays EvangelicaL and Public (Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans, 1997),66-73.
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structure even by the effort to topple it".12 In other words, what
Jeremiah recommends to the exiled faithful Hebrew people is a
strategy of presence, the 'servant-hood' of a 'people-hood', as a
countercultural community. 'This is not a position of weakness, inaction
or naive withdrawal; it is neither throwing in the towel nor conformity
with the idolatrous practices of the pagan nation. It is a way of
subordination to the pagan powers without supporting their arrogance
and oppressive system, but gradually transforming them into the
acceptance ofHebrew monotheism.l
'
However, it is with Jesus that the countercultural community
strategy of presence takes its definitive shape and normati ve status. The
logic lies in Jesus' own methodology and teaching, and his Lordship,
which is not an abstract theological conclusion safeguarded in the
language of doctrine or an attribute that stands or falls based on the
confession of individuals or the powers ruling the world's systems. It is
a social, political, and structural fact, the inexorable result of Christ's
victory over all principalities and powers.
14
It is remarkable that the Gospels situate Jesus' ministry as
political, carried out within the context of oppressed Jews anxiously
looking forward to their liberation and shalom with the coming of the
messiah. Jesus came as the awaited messiah and began his ministry
with announcing the good news that the awaited God's reign is near
(Mk. 1:15), indeed, that the Israelites' theocratic hope. is a social,
political, and economic order, the fulfi Iment of which has started with
him (Lk. 4:18-21; Is. 61:2). As Elizabeth Johnson puts it, "In this new
reality, as Jesus saw it, the longings of the 'little ones' of the world are
especiall,y fulfilled: the poor are included; mourners are comforted;
12 John H. Yoder, "Exodus and Exile: The Two Faces of Liberation," in
Readings in Moral Theology, no. 4, The Use ofScripture in Moral Theology, eds.
Charles Curran and Richard McCormick (New York: Paulist Press, 1984), 351.
13 Ibid., 352; John H. Yoder, "Withdrawal and Diaspora: The Two Faces of
.
Liberation," in Freedom and Discipleship: Liberation Theology in an Anabaptist
Perspective, ed. Daniel Schipani (Mary Knoll: Orbis Books, 1989). 82-83.
14 John H. Yoder, The Politics ofJesus: Yicit Agnus Noster, 2nd ed. (William B.
Ecrdmans and Carlisle: The Paternoster Press, 2003), 156-157. See Gal. 4:3.
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those who hunger and thirst for justice are satisfied; the merciful, the
pure of heart, those who have been persecuted are blessed of God, the
peacemakers are called children of God (Mt 5:3_10)".15 Jesus did not
leave his political agenda as an abstract ideal and hope suspended in
the future. l Ic fulfils it in his own practice of unbounded love,
welcoming the poor and outcast in a new inclusive community,
forgiving peoples' sins, healing the sick, exorcising the possessed,
restoring people to peace with themselves, with others and with God,
directly challenging the injustices and established givens of the powers
that be, speaking the truth to their faces, and laying down his life on the
CfOSS to liberate the oppressed.
16 But the story did not end in his death;
rather it ended in his resurrection and ascension to the Father wherefore
he rules as Lord.
Although the kingdom enacted by Christ is not yet consummated,
the message of the resurrection is that we now live in a new historical
epoch in which "the gospel can neither be annihilated nor can its
historical momentum be arrested because the process of arresting or
annihilating it would be structurally identical to the crucifixion itself
and would therefore have the effect of supplying the revelation with
yet another proof of its historical pertinence."!" Hence, we live in a
new order under God's reign in which the church as a community of
believers is where the Lordship of Christ is fully operative. What this
means is that the church's task is not to attack the powers, but to
concentrate its own life in making Christ the indispensable centre in
defining the new political humanity. It is remarkable that Jesus'
methodology is not one of violence. As Yoder says,
What is wrong with the violent revolution according to Jesus is
not that it changes too much but that it changes too little; the
Zealot is the reflection of the tyrant whom he replaces by means
I) Elizabeth A. Johnson, Consider Jesus: Waves of Renewal ill Christology (New
York: Crossroad, 1990),75.
!()
Ibid., 75-76.
1"1 Gil Bailie. Violence Unveiled: Humanity at the Crossroads (New York:
Crossroad, 1995),227.
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of the tools of the tyrant. The Zealot resembles the tyrant whom
he attacks in the moral claims he makes for himself and his cause:
'In the world, kings lord it over their subjects; and those in
authority are called their country's 'Benefactors' (Luke 22:25).18
The original revolutionary tactic Jesus brought to the faithful Jews is a
new community, dedicated to its own deviant value system. This,
itself, is a social change and a powerful tool of social change. It
constitutes a challenge to the powers that be and this is why Jesus was
killed. 19
Evidently, the church, as a historical community, is founded to be
the unique instrument of continuing the confession of the Lordship of
Christ and transformation of the social status quo in the light of God's
kingdom already present in our midst. As Yoder puts it, "the church is
both the paradigm and the instrument of the political presence of the
Gospel.,,20 It is "the primary structure through which the gospel works
to change other structures.T" For one thing the ecclesial strategy of
presence, which is affirmed here, does not promise us a broad social
reform. 'This is because its operative category is not effectiveness, but
obedience to Christ. But this is not to say that it does not work; for
obedience to Christ, which means reflecting his character, is aligned to
his ultimate victory. The key to obedience is patience; it is the
effecti veness of presence as the mode of the church's peacernaking.f
So, after all, it works, "for the powers," as Yoder says, "have been
defeated not by some kind of cosmic hocus-pocus but by the
concreteness of the cross; the impact of the cross upon them is not the
working of magical words nor the fulfillment of a legal contract calling
18 John H. Yoder, The Original Revolution: Essays in Christian Pacifism, with
new Introduction by Mark T. Nation (Scottdale: Herald Press, 2003), 23.
19 Ibid., 28, 31.
20 John H. Yoder, "The Biblical Mandate:' in Moral Issues and Christian
Response, 2nd ed., eds. P. Jersild and D. Johnson (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1976), 45.
J.I
Yoder, Politics ofJesus, 154.
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Ibid., 237-238; Yoder, Nevertheless: The Varieties and Shortcomings of
Religious Pacifism, rev. and expo ed (Scottdale and Waterloo: Herald Press,
1992), 136; Yoder, "Biblical Mandate," 48.
94 Kenneth Obiekwe
for the shedding of innocent blood, but the sovereign presence, within
the structures of creaturely orderliness, of Jesus the kingly claimant and
of the church which is itself a structure and a power in society.,,23
My next task is to elucidate three frontiers the church requires to
transcend in order to provide a richer understanding and effective
operation of presence as the church's peacemaking approach.
Transcending Three Frontiers: Richer Understanding and
Effective Operation of the Strategy of Presence:
In line with what I said above about the church's need to develop a
new consciousness and intentional commitment to its presence as a
strategy of social transformation, a proper understanding and effective
operation of this strategy requires that it should move beyond a number
of frontiers. These include moving beyond denominations, moving
. beyond mere technique, and moving beyond narcissistic preoccupation
with identity.
1. The Need to Move beyond Denomination
Whereas the plurality of Christian denominations could serve as
valuable tool toward rapid transformation of the world, it constitutes a
barrier and scandal where the denominations fail to realize the essential
oneness of the church and arc locked in division and enmity, hate,
. mistrust, and intolerance, and unable to work together on issues of
social order, conflict resolution, relieving pain and enhancing human
wellbeing. It is important to realize that change is made and peace
flourishes when humans are awakened to the existence of others in a
new energy of love. The church will realize and exercise its full
potentia] in transforming society for enduring peace culture if it
transcends denomination and moves towards ecumenism in its
peacemaking framework and processes. Working toward a global
peaceful community presupposes overcoming divisions, isolations, and
separations in favour of interconnection and interdependence. Thus, it
seems that the difficult challeng� facing the realization of a global
:::3 Yoder, Politics ofJesus, 158.
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peace culture is how the church should move from where it is, as
Harvey Cox says, to where it wants to go, from denominations to the
ecumenical church." ,
What is urgent is for the different Christian denominations to
transcend peacemaking as identity-oriented venture over against the
other. The tendency of such denominational and identity-oriented
approach is that peacemaking becomes a mere technique, a
mechanistic metaphor, which "finds philosophical expression with the
modem European Enlightenment,' political expression with liberal
democracy, and triumphed economically with industrial capitalisrn.t'f
To guard against such tendency, the different denominations need to be
mindful of their substanti ve guidance, their basic nature as community
bound with others by the same moral authority, common mission, and
common destiny. In other words, the church must be mindful of its
essential oneness. This does not only call for perceptual and attitudinal
change, but also for concrete cooperation in peace work where
necessary.
2. The Need to Move beyond a Mere Technique Approach
A serious temptation the church must overcome in the new
consciousness and intentional commitment to peacemaking or social
transformation is that of not throwing its distinctiveness or identity
overboard in order to achieve some significant social change or not
being seriously committed in order to preserve its identity. What must
be recognized, as I remarked earlier, is that the church's strategy of
presence is not a mere tactic or technique, but the community's way of
life. In other words, it does not derive independently from the witness
of the faith cornmunity/" Evidently, the church, authentic and faithful
24
Harvey Cox, On Not Leaving It to the Snake (Toronto: The Macmillan
Company, 1964, Paperback Edition, 1969), 139.
J.5 Joe Holland. Modern Catholic Social Teaching: The Popes Confront the
Industrial Age 1740 - 1958 (New York and Mahwah: Paulist, 2003), 299.
26 See John H. Yoder, Body Politics: Five Practices of the Christian Community
before the Watching World (Nashville: Discipleship Resources, 1992; reprint
Scottdale: Herald Press, 2001), 78.
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:. to its call, cannot abandon its distinctiveness in the bid for effectiveness
or the realisation of immediate broad social transformation; it cannot
but act from within its world of faithfulness. To do otherwise is to lose
its quality as salt of the earth-a countercultural community, and an
independent force in society that leads a revolutionary life against
corrupt culture. Losing its particularity," the church's peacemaking
process and role in the world will become a series of independent items
on an action checklist, a formal claim of effective technique
independent of what the church is.
Against the tendency of throwing overbroad its particularity and
turning its pursuit of social justice and peace into an item on its action
checklist independent of its character as a faith community, the church
needs to be always mindful of its call to obedience to Christ as its
substantive guidance. At the heart of this, according to Daniel
Berrigan, is the consciousness or realization that "the world's need of
Christians could perhaps be defined as a need for spiritual presence and
a need for prophecy."
'The prophecy required of us is one that has undergone the
.
experience of the world and hence can speak out of knowledge
and compassion rather than from safety and distance, and the
Christian presence must also be carefully understood; it is a
presence filled with spirit rather than merely another technique
among techniques; it is a sense of man, in fact, which admits of a
breakthrough from without.
27
Yoder's solution to this tendency is for the church to see its role in the
world from the point of view of witness. In all, the central point is that
the church should not see its role and strategy as independent of what it
is or of the witness of the faith community.
27 Daniel Berrigan, They Call Us Dead Men: Reflections on Life and Conscience
(New York: Macmillan, 1965), 169.
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3. The Need to Move beyond Narcissistic Preoccupation with
Preservation of Its Identity
The opposite tendency to guarding against abandoning its identity or
particularity in the involvedness of its peacemaking endeavour is a
narcissistic preoccupation with preserving its identity. Here, the
consequence will be the church losing its essence and relevance in the
world as the unique instrument of the gospel imperative of justice and
peace. The above references from Berrigan and Yoder mediate
between the two tendencies. However, let me emphasize that presence
as the church's strategy is not a preoccupation with preserving a
peculiar identity and a passive unconcern with the distress of people
and society. On the contrary, it is about active concern and creative
construction of loving, nonviolent ways of social change and
reconstruction to make more visible in the world justice and peace,
which are powerful signs of the kingdom enacted by Christ.
As I indicated earlier, Jesus did not simply proclaim the kingdom
and reign of God as an abstract ideal, but enacted it as a new social,
political and economic order. His methodology, which is a new moral
option of love, embracing 'servant-hood' , nonviolent, and new
community, is essential to understanding the dynamics of presence as
the church's peacemaking strategy. The quality of this love, which is
the central principle of the church's life, shows that presence is not a
mode of doctrinaire conservatism and passive unconcern to the di stress
of one's neighbour. While this love binds Christians to one another in
the faith community, it transcends the walls of the church and our
selfish orbit. It is by its nature radically oriented toward the shalom of
the other and society in subjective and objective actions. Indeed,
bearing the Christ-like love means being drawn into a kind of
obsession and compulsion to seek, like Christ, the shalom of the other
that is selfless. This is why active commitment to social transformation
and peacemaking is not an optional Christian commitment. The words
of the Catholic Bishops Conference of America resonate here:
Peacemaking is n?t an optional commitment. It is a requirement of
our faith. We are called to be peacemakers not by some movement
98 Kenneth Obiekwe
of the moment, but by our Lord Jesus. 'The content and context of
our peacemaking is set not by some political agenda or ideological
program, but by the teaching of his Church.28
The understanding of Church's presence as Spirit-filled and as a
strategy for social transformation, therefore, requires that it should
move beyond passivity in relation to social justice to acti ve nonviolent
resistance to transform unjust structures.
The Dynamics of Presence as Church's Peacemaking Strategy:
While I hope it is clear by now that presence as the church's strategy
does not derive abstractly, independent of what the church is, let me
state more categorically that the church, which springs from faith in
Jesus Christ and is in historical continuity with that faith, is
characterized by distinctive countercultural compositional and
relational features. Over against the world's system characterized by
selfish individualism, nationalism, discriminative, domination, and
exploitation, the church is an inclusive community, with no national
boundaries. It is a koinonia community in that it is lived by a
covenanting people who share and bear one another's burdens, instruct
one another, forgive one another, and reinforce one another's
witness." So said, it is evident that the context of the inner dynamics of
the church is the crucible from which the determinate framework of
social transformation springs. Consequently, the primary task of the
church in working toward social transformation for enduring peace
culture is to prioritize the quality of its own life, that is to say, the
elements of its inner dynamics, which impact directly and indirectly on
the social process. Also the churoh' s peacemaking process, under the
28 National Conference of Catholic Bishops, The Challenge ofPeace: God's
Promise and Our Response (Washington, D. c.: United States Catholic
Conference, 1983), no. 333.
29 See John H. Yoder, "The Biblical Mandate for Evangelical Social Action," in
For the Nations: Essays Public and Evangelical (Grand Rapids and Cambridge:
William B. Eerdmans, 1997), 186; Yoder, Original Revolution, 29.
.
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strategy of presence, includes direct public prophetic peace witness. I
will elaborate on the dynamics of these two elements in what follows.
1. Presence in Church's Peacemaking Strategy: Quality of its Life
I will address four critical elements as constitutive of the inner
dynamics of the church for social transformation under the strategy of
presence. These are, presence as paradigmatic peace witness, presence
as relational and work ethics extra muros ecclesiae, presence as
nonconformity, and finally presence as commitment to social service
and community welfare.
Presence as Paradigmatic Peace Witness
Central to the idea of presence is that the church's peacemaking
basically takes the form of a paradigmatic peace witness. Whereas this
may be described as a passive mode of peacemaking, it is,
nevertheless, a significant and powerful way of influencing the social
process. In today's separation of state and church, the state may not
want the church to tell it what to do or how to organize its affairs. But
as a community of peoples, the state will find itself seeking for and
drawing from a model that brings new ideas about the nature of things
and how to deal with certain issues, especially as it encounters novel
problems. If the church as a community lives up to its own standard in
the light of the character or rather ethics of the kingdom enacted by
Christ, directly or indirectly the state will always find itself challenged
and summoned to respond with proper actions to the possibility of
creating a peaceful political community or society. Acts 2:42-47 attests
to how people changed by observing the way the early Christians lived
as a community, conforming their character to the demands of Christ,
such that each day the Lord increased their number. Today, the church
could change peoples' hearts and influence the social process if it
reflects in its own body and inner dynamics the" values it enjoins on
society. As Yoder rightly says, "the simple fact that the church is
intractably present on the social scene as a body with its own authority,
economic structure, leadership, international relations, openness to new
members, conscientious involvement in society at some points, and
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conscientious resistance at others means that the social process cannot
go on without taking account of her presence and particular
eo,
commttment.':"
The belief that the church can offer the world precisely this mode
of presence and insight into its social processes is behind the
hermeneutic of the church's body politic and sacraments as model or
paradigm to _ the larger political community for proper ordering of its
affairs. This resonates with Yoder's remark that the "challenge to the
faith community should not be to dilute or filter or translate its witness,
so that the 'public' community can handle it without believing, but so
to purify and clarify and exemplify it that the world can perceive it to
be good news without having to learn a foreign language.t'
"
Following
Karl Barth's analogica:l style, Yoder shows how the church's body
politics can be rendered intelligible to the watching eyes of the world
and instructive as stimuli to the conscience of society. Baptismal
induction into the church as a community of brothers and sisters, he
says, can serve as a model for egalitarian society; binding and loosing
can serve as model for conflict resolution, alternative to litigation, and
alternative perspectives on correction; the church's recognition of each
member's gift can provide an immediate alternative to vertical business
models of management; while Eucharistic table sharing of bread can
serve as a model for soup kitchens and hospital houses and also for
social security and negative income tax_32 In similar hermeneutics,
William Cavanaugh calls the Eucharist, which is the heart of the
church, "a proper 'anarchy," not in the sense that it proposes chaos,
but in the sense that it challenges the false order of the state. Through
30 Ibid., 187.
31 H. Yoder, "Firstfruits: The Paradigmatic Public role of God's People," in For
the Nations, 24.
32 See John H. Yoder, The Priestly Kingdom: social Ethics as Gospel (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984),92-9,3; John H. Yoder,
.
"Sacrament as Social Process: Christ the Transformer of Culture." in The Royal
Priesthood: Essays Ecclesiological and Ecumenical, ed. Michael Cartwright
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1994),361-367. For full text, see his Body
Politics
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the Eucharist, Christians are united not only to God, but also to one
another, transcending national boundaries.33
Unfortunately, the truth, evident even with cursory look, is that
the church does not reflect or represent in its own body what the above
interpretations of its body politics suggest and call the larger society to
be. There is a regrettable deep economic �nd 'racial differences existing
in the church. It is shameful that the church should claim to be a
koinonia community, the mystical Body of Christ, and a paradigm to
the larger political community when many faithful are hungry, naked,
and homeless, dying for lack of the basic needs to exist while others
live insensitively in affluence and surplus, including church authorities.
Whereas only a community that renounces violence for the dignity of
the human person and the oneness of the human family can, with
authority, condemn the violence that some perpetrate to dominate
others, the church's ambivalence with respect to violence persists. This
is particular the case as many Christians mindlessly engage in violence.
These are only few examples of redeemable imperfections of the
church, which remind us that the paradigmatic posture of the church
and the social hermeneutic of its body politics can only be practically
meaningful and if it awakens in the church a consciousness of the need
for and commitment to its self-transformation for the transformation of
the social order.34 This is at the heart of the dynamics of presence.
33 William Cavanaugh, "The City beyond Secular Parodies," in Radical
Orthodoxy: A New Theology, eds., John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock and
Graham Ward (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), 194-197.
34 Hendrick Berkof rightly writes: "All resistance and every attack against the
gods of this age will be unfruitful, unless the church herself is resistance and
attack. Unless she demonstrates in her life and fellowship how men can live
freed from the Powers .... To reject nationalism we must begin by no longer
recognizing in our own bosoms any difference between peoples. We sha1l only
resist social injustice and the disintegration of community if justice and mercy
prevail in our own common life and social differences have lost their power to
divide. Claivoyant and warning words and deeds aimed at state or nation are
meaningful only insofar as they spring from a church whose inner life is itself
her proclamation of God manifold wisdom to the 'Powers in the air.
'" Hendrick
Berkhof, Christ and the Powers, trans. John H. Yoder (Scottdale and Kitchener:
Herald Press, 1977), 51. See Yoder, Politics ofJesus, 147-148.
)102 Kenneth Obiekwe
Presence as Relational and Work Ethic in the World
Another critical dimension of the dynamics of presence is the
church's character formation. The logic of the crucial nature of this
dimension lies in the fact that the church has no impermeable boundary
with the world. Christians are citizens both of the church and of the
world. The church exists in the world and with the world under the
same order of redemption. Consequently, the church has no separate
ethics for living within the faith community (Christengemeinde) and
another for living outside it (Biirgergemeinde). The distinctiveness of
the church, as Yoder says, lies in the exceptionally normal quality of
humanness it is cornmitted.P Thus, "a Christ-centered understanding
of discipleship sets the context for the understanding of our work, our
vocations, and our very li ves.
,,36
Therefore, it is important that in the
church people should be changed in such a way as to bring the ethics of
God's kingdom to bear in their relationships, not only within the
church community, but also extra muros ecclesiae and in their works
or political functions.
This point cannot be overemphasized realizing that it is with its
members that the church comes into more direct contact with the world
systems, structures, and institutions and so can directly transform them.
A good ethical background or formation is vital for a proper exercise of
one's political function, commitment to community service, and honest
dealing in business and market, which is critical in today's scandal­
ridden corporate environment. The dynamics of presence as the
church's peacemaking strategy requires that it should pay attention to
helping Christians acquire a sound ethical background necessary to
".' make critical choices in their ongoing relations and social
t--\ommitments. It is important to note, as Yoder says, that a consistent
Christian life of honesty, mutual respect, hard work, clean thinking,
35 See Yoder, Politics ofJesus, 39; Yoder, "Firstfruits." 24.
36 Therese Lysaught, "Love Your Enemies: Life Sciences in the Ecclesially
Based University," in Conflicting Allegiances: The Church-Based University ill a
Liberal Democratic Society, eds., M. L. Budde and J. Wright (Grand Rapids:
Brazos, 2004), 121.
.� ...
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unselfishness and tolerance can, through a sort of moral osmosis, build
up the moral fabric of society."
Presence as Nonconformity
.
The Christological wellspring of the church's life, peacemaking
paradigm and approach does not only let it see the incompatibilities of
the oppressive structures (certain' pervasive societal lifestyles and
political functions) with its own life and the demand of faith, it calls it
the Church to nonconformity. The nonconformity is not about being
apolitical. It is rather an inexorable implication of faith and a proper
exercise of I?olitical responsibility. As Yoder eloquently puts it:
The disciple chooses not to exercise certain types of power
because in a given context, the rebellion of the structure of a given
particular power is so incorrigible that at the time the most
effective way to take responsibility is to refuse to collaborate, and
by that refusal to take sides in favor of the victims whom that
power is oppressing. This refusal is not withdrawal from society.
It is rather a major negative intervention within the process of
social change, a refusal to use unworthy means even for what
seems to be a worthy end."
-
The strategy of presence requires that the church, as a countercultural
community, take nonconformity seriously, realizing that in so doing it .
awakens in society the moral sense that the means we choose for our
goal are equally important to be right as the goal we seek.
Presence as Commitment to Social Service and Community
Welfare
'The contributions of the church to community development and
welfare services through its health and educational- institutions and
relief services to the poor and the needy are significant. The church's
,
37 John H. Yoder, The Christian Witness to the State (Newton KS: Faith and Life
Press, 1964; reprint, Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 2002), 20, 40.
38 Yoder, Politics ofJesus, 154.
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educational institutions have been significant means to incarnate its
values and influence the social process." Richard Niebuhr expresses
the view that the church' s "direct service to the community in
education, social welfare, and evangelism has been more important in
creating common mind and developing a sense of mutual responsibility
than its indirect approaches to the, common life through political
agcncies.T'" The challenge facing the church in this area is still
enormous and it is important to note that it is from the marginalized
.
poorest communities and peoples that comes the most evocative
glimpse of the longed-for alternatives." With its ubiquity reaching to
the grassroots and the poorest of communities, the church can, through
community services and development, produce the kind of social
revolution needed to enthrone a new culture of relational sensitivity,
empathy, justice and solidarity against excessive individualism,
competitive materialism, injustice, domination, and exploitation.
What is perhaps a serious concern today is the growing tum in the
church's institutions. Rather than being a nurturing ground for
countercultural values, many ccclesial institutions are influenced by the
secular culture. They are not different from their secular counterparts
and are overtaken by liberal neutrality and relativism. Commenting on
this growing trend Kenneth Clark writes:. "When our colleges and
universities become havens from .value, when our teachers become
defenders of such transparent escapes, they contribute �o, if not help to
create, the profound tragedy of the moral erosion and emptiness of
those who have the intellectual gifts that might make human
advancement and survival possible.,,42 Indeed, we cannot hope for an
enduring peaceful world without training human beings to insti 1 moral
39
,See Yoder, "Biblical Mandate for Evangelical Action," 185; Yoder, Christian
Witness to the State, 19.
40 Richard H. Niebuhr, Theology, History, and Culture: Major Unpublished
Writings, ed., W. J Johnson (New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
1996), 154.
41 See Mary C. Grey, Beyond the Dark Night: A Way Forward/or the Church?
(London: Cassell, 1997), 137.
12 Kenneth B. Clark, Pathos 0/Power (New York: Harper & Row, 1974),40.
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scnsmvity as an integral part of the complex pattern of functional
human intelligence. The intra-systemic peacemaking process of the
church requires that the church pay serious attention to its institutions
as true nurturing ground for counter values without preventing true
academic freedom.
2. Presence in the Church's Peacemaking: Public Prophetic Peace
Witness
The second element in the dynamics of the church's peacemaking
under the approach of presence is its direct public evangelical and
prophetic witness of peace to indi vidual statespersons and social
critique of the state. Let me emphasise that the idea of prophetic peace
witness is not about predicting the future of human social affairs. It is
rather an evangelical message directed toward the transformation of
culture perceived to be corrupt, by calling individual statespersons to
conversion and to proper exercise of their political functions. It is about
social critique of the state. Yet, it transcends this; it embraces actions at
resisting and transforming unjust policies and structures and solving
deep social crises.43
Evangelism, understood as a call to faith in Christ, is fundamental
to the mission of the church in the world. It is an integral element of its
peacemaking process. The message directed to the individual
statesperson is a call to personal commitment and at the same time to
proper exercise of his or her political function. The logic is simple. The
message derives from the gospel. Thus, it is first a call to conversion.
But conversion correlates with proper exercise of one's political duty.
And even if the person refuses conversion, the message does not
. change from being evangelical. It summons the person to emulate �s
43 See Murray Jardin, The Making and Unmaking of TechnologicaL Society: How
Christianity can Save Modernity from Itself(Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2004), 249.
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fully as possible within his or her setting of unbelief the values and
conducts appropriate to life under the reign of God.44
In like manner, the church has the inexorable responsibility,
deriving from biblical revelation, to critique the state and call it to
justice and order. This is because "only a clearly eschatological
viewpoint permits a valid critique of the present historical situation and
the enoree of action which can be effective. .Noneschatological analysis
of history is unprotected against the dangers of subjecti vism and
opportunism, and finishes by letting the sinful present situation be its
own norrn.?" But the role of the church within the ethical stricture of
presence does not stop at social critique of the state. Often the state is
so intransigent over certain policies that it requires alternative action to
persuade it to change. In such situations, the dynamics of the church's
peacemaking requires that it engage in loving, nonviolent ways to
bring a change. Such nonviolent resistant actions within the ethical
stricture of love include civil demonstrations and withdrawal of
cooperation with government."
Conclusion:
This paper's reflection on the intra-systemic peacemaking
paradigm of the church in the approach of presence in no sense
draws a moral line or suggests that this is the only ethically
permissible way the church engages or can engage.in peacemaking.
The attraction is its non-violent mode; and the fundamentals of the
church's inner dynamics are its very first consideration.
I have tried to show, from the perspective of Yoder, that the
church's intrasystemic peacemaking paradigm in the strategy of
presence is particularly significant with its character-orientedness.
This challenges OUf· achievement-oriented society for which we
44 See Yoder, Christian Witness to the State, 24, 29; Yoder, Original Revolution,
72-74. See Christopher Marshall, Beyond Retribution: A New Testament Vision
ofJustice, Crime, and Punishment (Grand Rapids and Cambridge: William B.
Eerdmans and Auckland: Lime Grove House, 2001),22-23.
45 Yoder, Original Revolution, 71.
46 See Ibid., 168; Yoder, Christian Witness to the State, 54-55.
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often sacrifice ethical principles for interest and result. The latter
neglects the people and ignores the church's resources for
peacemaking; it is obsessed with techniques and it places the work
for peace in the hands of few so-called experts (peace technocrats,
diplomats, and the military). In the new consciousness and
commitment to presence as a strategy of peacemaking, the church
adopts a unique way of actively engaging in peacemaking that has
the potentials of transforming the social order.
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- Spiritan International School of Theology Enugu
This book is a largely reworked version of a PhD dissertation in
Theology presented in December 2005 at the Catholic University
of Paris (Institut Catholic de Paris) and Katholieke Universiteit
Leuven. The title of the dissertation was L'Humanite de Dieu:
Pertinence de la doctrine trinitaire d'Eberhard Jiingel pour La
nomination de Dieu dans Le contexte de la theologie africaine de
l'inculturation (The Humanity of God. The Pertinence of Eberhard
Jiingel's Doctrine of the Trinity for the Naming of God in the
Context ofAfrican lnculturation Theology.)
The book proposes a renewal of the naming of God in the
co.ntext of on-going debates in fundamental theology about the
responsibility of theology towards its object, the Trinitarian God, in
a world of epistemological and religious pluralism. Special
attention is paid to the dilemma of African inculturation theology,
which serves as the author's point of departure.
The dilemma: Defence of African cultures ·and dogmatic
responsibility of theology
In the effort to demonstrate the pertinence of Christian faith in the
African context, theological reflection in Africa since 1960 has
been massively centred on inculturation. The objective of this
theological reflection was to help Africans accept the Christian
God while safeguarding their identity and their cultural and
religious traditions. This explains why theological reflections have
attempted to demonstrate continuity .between the God -of African
traditional religions and the Christian God usmg the idea of
,,;;..
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primitive monotheism. This also explains Christological reflections,
which present Christ as an Ancestor who accomplishes the
aspirations of African ancestry.
The advantage of this inculturation theology is that it affirms
the necessity to move away from the disdain of African religious
traditions. Moreover, this theology emphasizes that a major
characteristic of the Christian faith is revealing to human beings
that they are already in contact with God through personal
existential experience. If it is true that no culture is totally closed to
God, then the presentation of the Christian God can assume certain
features of African cultures.
Nevertheless, the apologetic approach of African inculturation
theology produces two adverse effects. On the one hand, because it
pursues self-defence and self-justification of cultures, this theology
tends to distance itself from the dogmatic responsibility of every
theology. This is evident in the disjunction between theology and
Christology, the difficulty of thinking God along with God's
incarnation and God's self-identification with Jesus Christ. A
consequent difficulty is conccptualising the human being before
God, On the other, this apologetics does not fully respect African
religious traditions because it depends on an evolutionist history of
religions that views them as evangelical preparation, that IS,
incomplete religions waiting to be completed by Christianity.
The project: renewing the naming of God in African inculturation
theology through a rediscovery of the doctrine of the Trinity.
This book therefore proposes a renewal of the naming of God in the
context of African inculturation theology. It hopes to contribute to
the on-going debates in fundamental theology about the
responsibility of theology towards its object, the Trinitarian God, in
the context of epistemological pluralism.
Starting from the hypothesis of the pertinence of contemporary
'Trinitarian theology for the renewal of the naming of God in the
context of African inculturation theology, it proposes ,to borrow
from the doctrine of the humanity of God in the work of German
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theologian Eberhard Jungel, The central question addressed by the
dissertation is: To what extent can Jiingei's doctrine of the
humanity of God help to solve the problem of disjunction between
theology and Christology inherent in the apologetics of the African
inculturation theology?
A Book in Three Parts
Part I: State of the Questions-Naming of God in African theology
This part demonstrates that the problem of this reconfiguration of
God can be traced back to its apologetic goal of speaking about
God and the Christian mission in such a way that safeguard African
cultural values.
Chapter One traces the origin of African inculturation
apologetics to the first definitions of God and African religions in
the internal debates among Western epistemologies in the rs"
through to the zo" centuries. Three moments are distinguished: the
debate on the theistic idea of God in the is" century (Voltaire,
Rousseau, Burne and Hegel); the socio-cultural evolutionism of the
19th century (Herbert Spencer, Edward Tylor on the one hand, and
Lucien Levy-Bruhl and Leo Frobenius on the other); and the
apologetics, of primitive monotheism by ecclesiastics (Wilhelm
Schmidt, Alexandre le Roy and Placide Tempels) at the beginning
of the zo" century.
In these debates, African religions appear under contrasted
characteristics. Some classify them under the category of magic;
some regard them as polytheistic religions, while others go the
extent of considering them as primitive monotheisms recognizing
the existence of the unique God, the Supreme Being. But these
classifications serve specific purposes. On the one hand, theists and
anthropologists use them to account for the unitary evolution of
humankind and simultaneously to disqualify the Christian
religion's claim of uniqueness. On the other, the hypothesis of
primitive monotheism accorded to Africans by certain
anthropologists serves as a major weapon for Christian apologists
to defend the humanity of Africans against IIegel and to prove the
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possibility of a primitive revelation and the historicity and
universality of Christian revelation.
Chapter Two shows how the debates on African identity and
religions continue in African literature. Two tendencies are
analysed. The first is the Black movement, the Negritude (W. E.
Du Bois and Leopold Senghor) that defends the black race. The
second, more critical and subversi ve, is the African personality
(Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka). The former thinkers tend to
reduce the multiplicity of African traditions to a world vision
having as centre the monotheistic idea of Supreme Being, while the
latter authors propose to integrate the question of African identity
into the more global question of the truth of tragic human
existence. They thereby discard the affirmation of the Supreme
Being as the centre of African world vision.
After these inquiries about the origins of the defence of
African identity, Chapter Three explains how these debates
determine the reconfiguration of God in African inculturation
theology. Three major stages are identified: the apologetics of
African monotheism (Bolaji Idowu and John Mbiti), the Christ­
Ancestor Christology (Charles Nyamiti and Benezet Bujo) and two
attempts of epistemological rupture: the existential analyses of
Oscar Bimwenyi-Kweshi and the negative theology of Fabien
Eboussi-Boulaga. The analysis brings to light the difficulty of
holding together theology and Christology and of theologically
conceiving the identity of the human being before God. It also
shows the connection between these theological developments and
those of other contemporary theologians, especially Germans who
have attempted to give an account of the Christian God in the
modern context
Part II: Eberhard Iiingel's Doctrine of the Trinity, the Humanity of
God
This part searches for dogmatic and methodological bases for a
Trinitarian theology that would help solve the problem of
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disjunction between theology and Christology In African
inculturation theology.
Chapter Four situates JUngel's doctrine of the humanity of
God in the footsteps of philosophical and theological debates on
God's being, precisely God's incarnation in Jesus Christ in the
context of modernity under the influence of the Aufkliirung or
Enlightenment. Special mention is made here of Hegel's theologia
crucis and the debate between Karl Barth and Rudolph Bultmann
on the objectivity of God' being.
Chapter Five deals with Eherhard JUngel's doctrine of the
Trinity, precisely his understanding of God's being as love from
God's self-identification with the crucified and the understanding
of the being of this man from his determination by God.
Chapter Six streamlines the implications of JUnge)' s doctrine
of the humanity' of God for Christian theological anthropology and
for method in theology. Special attention is paid to the question of
the starting point of theology and the relationship between theology
and other epistemologies. Jungel proposes an unapologetic
theology which does not seek . to ground itself on other
epistemologies, although it does borrow 'concepts from them.
Moreover, the theological anthropology deri ved from the humanity
of God conceives human being extra se, as from the event of
justification.
Part III: Pertinence of Jiingel's unapologetic Theology for
Renewing the Naming of God in African lnculturation 1heology.
Chapter Seven takes up the question of the starting point of
theology and its relationship to other epistemologies. It shows how
assuming dogmatic responsibility for the Trinitarian God helps to
go beyond the theory of continuity between the God of African
traditional religion and the Christian God. By doing so, theology
respects the specificity of Christianity as well as that of African
traditional religion.
Chapter Eight takes up the project of thinking African identity
before God. It verifies the pertinence of JUnge)' s understanding of
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justification derived from the humanity of God as the definition of
the human being and hence as the hermeneutical principle for the
critique of the world and its self-understanding.
In conclusion, Chapter Nine demonstrates how an
unapologetic theology can help reflect on Christian mission and
inter-religious dialogue in a way that respects the. specificity of
Christian faith. It proposes to conceptualize the humanity of God as
a regulator of how Christians should live and share with others in
society.
Thesis statement
It is import to note that the analyses and critique proposed herein
are not meant to disqualify the immense work done by our
predecessors in African inculturation theology. 'They rather
represent our reception of this theology. 'The best way to assure
posterity of a thought is to evaluate its objectives and
epistemological tools and, following the results, to propose either
changing or refining them. The problem of African inculturation
theology is not its missiological objective as such, but rather its
apologetic approach that tends to absolve theology of its dogmatic
responsibi li ty.
.
The thesis of this book can be formulated as follows: the
unapologetic-theology proposed by Eberhard Jungel in his doctrine
of the 'Trinity,
I the humanity of God resolves the problem of
disjunction between theology and Christology and thereby helps
theology to assume the specificity of the Christian God who made
himself known in Jesus Christ. In that sense, JUngers doctrine of
the humanity of God stands a chance to help African inculturation
theology to accomplish its objectives. This consists in thinking the
Christian God and the identity of the human being in such a way
that opens an avenue for Christian mission while promoting inter­
religious dialogue. If it was necessary in the past to affirm an
African God to oppose the disdain of African cultures and
traditions, it has become urgent today to assume the specificity of
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the Christian God in order to foster Christian mission and dialogue
in the context of religious pluralism.
This thesis has few consequences. Amidst the context of
domestication of God and the growing culture of violence in
Africa, Christians moulded by the doctrine of the Trinity are called
to demonstrate the possibility of an alternative society. They should
avoid cheap equations, for example, pretending to federate the
African Tradition Religion, Islam and Christianity under the same
idea of monotheism. It is not even certain that different Christian
denominations from the Pentecostal movements to the most
orthodox churches can agree on their understanding of God. How
much more the different religions that affirm their claims to truth in
diversified ways. 'Christians have the responsibility to confess the
Trinitarian God.
Christian theology has to re-examine the question of God from
a new perspecti ve. It is not enough to ask: how can one present
God to Africans in order that this God may correspond to the God
of the African 'Traditional Religion? 'The question should now be:
how can Christianity convert Africans to the God who revealed
God's self in Jesus Christ and the activities of the Holy Spirit? By
so doing, theology presents itself as a critical theology; it assumes
the dogmatic responsibility of helping Christian communities to
confess their faith in a way that corresponds to the way of being of
the Trinitarian God.
This style of theology does not hinder interreligious dialogue;
rather it brings to light a specific Christian way of thinking and
practising interreligious dialogue. 'The dialogue will primarily
concern the encounter between different truth claims about the
me�ni?g of hU¥)1� e�istence an�e destiny of huma� society. TheChristian style' of dialogue WIn ',�be at the same time a Yes to
humariity and A No to inhumanity, While accepting joyfully the
work of God' s �race in otherreligions, Christians will be ready to
denounce that J"hich does not encourage life.
Bulletin of Ecumenical Theology Vol. 20 (2008), 115-122
BOOK REVIEW
James Walvin, The Trader, The Owner, The Slave: Parallel lives in
the Age of Slavery London: Jonathan Cape, 2007, 297pp. Price
£17.99, ISBN-9780224061445
This book was published to coincide with the bicentennial celebration
of the abolition of the slave trade in the British Empire in 2007.
Walvin has a number of masterly works on the slave trade to his
credit. But this work has a unique perspective in focussing on three
historical characters associated with the British slave trade and the
overseas implications of this dastardly business. He acknowledges that
slavery has deep roots in many human cultures over long periods of
history. However the Atlantic slave trade, in its three centuries of
existence from 1550, was unique in its motivation, capitalist
inspiration, and the degree of cruelty and exploitation involved in the
institution. As he states: "to transport so many Africans, to force them
to work, generally in the most difficult and oppressive of
environments, Europeans and their American descendants devised
systems of excruciating violence and cruelty" (p. xvi).
That this could have its roots in substantially Christian societies
without serious criticism is explored by Walvin. He points out that this
was only possible by keeping the slave transporting phase of the
triangle (Africa to the Americas, otherwise known as the Middle
Passage) removed from the ports of Europe. The other two sides
completed the triangle. On the one hand, the Americas to Europe
transported the produce of the slave economy (sugar, tobacco and
rice). On the other hand, Europe to Africa involved trade goods
(including armaments). In completing the triangle a ship never
travelled empty ensuring trading prosperity. Y�.the triangle ensured
that no captive slave needed to be seen in any EurlJpean port to disturb
a troubled conscience. Al1 could function under the appearance of
ordinary trade.
\,
Walvin notes the scale of the trade by pointing out that in the
period 1662 to 1807 British ships transported 3,250,000 slaves to
markets in the Americas (in the last seven years climaxing with a total
.
of 250,000 persons). Not that the British had any monopoly of the
barbarous trade, but for a century and a half they exploited the trade to
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their advantage, and on it built the foundations of their modern
economy more than did any other nation.
To explore the question Walvin personifies the issues by
choosing three historical figures representing the concerned groups:
the slave. trader in the person of John Newton, the slave owner in the
person of Thomas Thistlewood of Jamaica. and the slave in the person
of Olaudah Equiano (otherwise known as Gustavus Vassa). all three
being eighteenth century contemporaries.
Newton. after a career as slave trader on the Guinea coast was
partly disabled by a stroke and took a bureaucratic job in the port of
Li verpool before undergoing an evangelical conversion. He became a
Methodist priest and a noted evangelical preacher and hymn composer
(whose compositions include the famous Amazing Grace). While
admitting some of his earlier slaving career, the details had to be filled
in after his death by examining his meticulous ship logs. In 1770 he
.
wrote : 'we are taught from our infancy to admire those who, in the
language of the world, are styled great captains and conquerors,
because they burned with desire to carry slaughter and terror into
every part of the globe, and to aggrandise their names by the
depopulation of countries and the destruction of their species ....
'
(p.
86). In 1788, as the Wilberforce movement for abolition was gaining
strength, Newton published Thoughts upon the African Slave Trade,
and became an influential advocate for the abolition cause.
By contrast 'Thomas Thistlewood is studied as typical of the
slave-owning class in the Caribbean. Though this class were products
of Enlightenment education, this had little effect on their attitudes
towards their slaves. As Walvin states : 'In this highly racialised
world, the rooted inferiority of the black majority was an article of
faith, an economic and racial assumption from which everything else
followed .... Violence was the lubricant of the whole system' (pp. 108,
121). Naming and sexual humiliation were used to destroy any sense
of previous identity. But many cases are found where slaves found
strategies to cope with their intolerable situation, sometimes leading to
violent revolution. However Walvin concludes that ultimately it was
the subversive nature of Enlightenment ideas· which would eventually
undermine the supports of slavery.
The third character chosen by Walvin' s study is Olaudah
Equiano, a slave who succeeds, by extraordinary personal business
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initiative, in buying his own manumission. In London he came under
the influence of the Quaker-originated abolitionist movement, and
took an active part in it. He came on the scene at a time of
extraordinary convergence of religious, cultural, political and
economic forces which would eventually succeed in bringing about
the banning of the slave trade in the British Empire.
There is no doubt that Equiano emerges from the story as a most
admirable individual. However his story is so unique that it is hard to
imagine him as typical of the slave experience. while Newton and
Thistlewood could indeed be seen as typical of their classes. Equiano
comes across as having many of the elements of an English
gentleman, which might be the purpose his image served in the
abolitionist movement: to show that there was no need to fear the
consequences of emancipation. But the picture needs to be balanced
by histories of slaves who took their own destinies into their own
hands in less fortunate circumstances, sometimes leading to a violent
outcome. Such was the case of Tacky's Revolt in Jamaica in 1760 (p.
139). or indeed the emergence of the slave republic in Haiti under the
leadership of Toussaint L'Overture in 1791.
Walvin assumes that the abolition of slavery in the British
Empire came about principally as a result of a popular movement
growing out of a belated application of the Christian morality and
Enlightenment-based humanitarian concern. However a competing
theory of Eric Williams deserves to be considered as a balance: that
slavery came to an end because it was no longer profitable or serving
the interests of a €apitalist class.
James Walvin's book is a most readable and absorbing. work
which deserves a wide readership due to its theine and its blending
historical accuracy with personalised characters with whom readers
can easily identify.
Patrick Roe,
Department of Mission 'Theology and Cultures,
Milltown Institute of Theology and Philosophy, Dublin, Ireland.
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Patrick Claffey, Christian Churches in Dahomey-Benin: A Study of
their Socio-political Role, Leiden and Boston, Brill, 2007, 328 pp.
Recent reports from Papua New Guinea point to a resurgence of
sorcery (sanguma), the return of the cargo cults, and even the
execution of suspected 'witches' in response to the AIDS
pandemic, echoing similar warnings from Africa. The tragedy of
Rwanda-Burundi should have made clear an unpalatable truth
which Claffey confronts directly, politically incorrect though it
may be: the 'Christianisation' of Africa is still only skin-deep, and
the uncxorcised demons of Africa's past still haunt the nation-states
'which are struggling to be 'modem' societies. Africa, like the India
of V.S. Naipaul, is a "wounded civilisation" with which
Christianity, whether in the form of traditional churches or the
'modem' African Initiated Churches with their message of 'health
and wealth', has yet to come to grips. Claffey questions whether
Pentecostalism is in fact a new form of liberation in Africa, as the
sociologist David Martin has claimed for Latin America. His more
basic question, however, concerns the churches' role in
democrati sation.
The dramatic story of the passage of the Kingdom of
Danxome, with its heritage of human sacrifice. and complicity in
the slave trade, to the modem democratic state of Dahomey, now
Benin, provides a gripping case study of the religio-political forces
at work in the modernisation of traditional societies. Early Irish
. republicanism contained elements of the sacralisation of violence,
but the extent of African complicity in the slave trade from
Danxome and its ritual legitimation is truly shocking. Even at a
time when agriculture would have been a viable alternative, opted
for by the neighbouring Yoruba, the kings of Danxome clung to
slavery and sanctified it in the public human sacrifice known as the
Customs, withdrawing into the "closed calabash" of Vodiin until
their "kingdom of fear and suspicion" finally imploded and was
swept away. The repressed memory of this dark past has still not
been faced up to, giving rise to an "anthropological fragility" which
casts, doubt over the cultural and political viability of the new
Book Review 119
nation. Traditional Danxome was "a Hobbesian solution to a
Hobbesian problem", the repressed memory of which still poisons
contemporary politics. The thought that Benin could yet end up as a
second Haiti is "West Africa's worst nightmare".
This account, however, relies heavily on the "colonial
narrative" which still influences Dahomeans' perception of
themselves, just as it contributed to the West's picture of Danxome
as the prototypical kingdom of darkness. Colonial observers, who
are quoted copiously, revelled in descriptions of the notorious
Customs, which their Victorian contemporaries predictabl y found
shocking. Vodun, conceived in terms of West Indian Voodoo rather
than West African religion, was misinterpreted and misrepresented.
As described by Claffey, it resembles the mana of the Pacific
.
Islanders, the power of Life passing over to the Ancestors
(tumbuna), rather than a divinity along the lines of the Yoruba
Orisha. Danxome, at any rate, proved impervious to Christian
, missions, playing one off against the other and all the churches
against the colonial administration while maintaining its isolation.
At the same time, its Manichean heritage seemed only too
compatible with the theologies of the English Protestant and French
Catholic churches which competed for its allegiance. This raises
the question which Claffey principally wishes to address: how are
churches to deal with such a Machiavellian totalitarian polity?
Claffey recounts the unsuccessful attempts of a number of
colourful missionary ,personalities to penetrate the defences of a
society which managed to quarantine them all in their restricted
enclaves and neutralise their evangelical message.
After the final defeat of Danxome in 1892, however, the
churches had their chance to collaborate in bui Iding the nation of
Dahomey. The more far-sighted of them envisaged an indigenous
clergy and, in Claffey's striking phrase, "education was the new
Vodiin", forming a Catholic elite which provided the first
generation of revolutionaries. A coup in 1972 ushered in a Marxist­
Leninist regime which inaugurated a church-state split, but the
churches had the resources to make a constructi ve contribution to
nation-building which eventually superseded Marxist ideology.
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Traditional Catholic social doctrine rather than imported liberation
theology was a more reliable guide to democracy and development,
and even 'apolitical' Pentecostalism was de facto an important
political factor with its "fantasies of dramatic transformation". Its
apocalyptic and militaristic imagery awakened uneasy memories of
slavery-ridden past with its ever-present Vodun, but the churches
found a more acceptable role as the refuge and rock of people in
dire need of healing and deliverance, an alternative to witchcraft in
the face of new crises such as AIDS. For today's educated
professionals, the traditional remedies simply don't work; the type
of cost-benefit analysis they are used to looks for practical
solutions to specific problems, though the ministry of exorcism
could well be counted among these. The resurgence of witchcraft is
exacerbated by the individualism which goes hand in hand with
modernity and by the sense of victimhood arising from a half­
remembered past. Anthropological fragility acquires a social
dimension.
Yet in 2006 Benin held successful presidential elections resulting
in a peaceful transfer of power, a process in which the churches played
a constructive role. This is no mean achievement for a fledgling state
with such a past and it bears out Claffey's thesis that Christianity,
despite many failures, does have a role in modern Africa. This role,
however, is not merely that of a provider of educational and health
care. The churches, if they can wean themselves from the cheap
'success' that comes from winning converts by promising prosperity,
have the much more profound task of helping African peoples deal
with their anthropological fragility by confronting the memories of
past suffering and victirnisation, even and especially where, as in
Danxome, it was self-inflicted.
The wealth of documentation cited. the forthright though never
confrontational style, and the sheer heights and depths of the story of
Danxome-Dahomey-Benin make this book a compelling read as well
as a valuable contribution to the missiology and anthropology of West
Africa.
John D' Arcy May,
Irish School of Ecurnenics, Trinity' College Dublin, Ireland.
Book Review 12]
Jane E. Soothil1, Gender, Social Change and Spiritual Power:
Charismatic Christianity in Ghana Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2007
ISBN 978 90 04 15789 7m. Distributed by Turpin, Pegasus Drive,
Stratton Business Park, Biggleswade, Bedfordshire SG 18 g'TQ,
UK. x+261 pages, Bibliography, Index, Hardhack. No price
reported.
Ruth Marshall-Fratani's 1991 essay 'Power in the Name of Jesus'
opened a debate on the question of gender, social change and power in
African Pentecostalism which has continued down to the present. This
book. based on case studies in Ghana is the most important research
on the question to date. Clear, concise. and elegantly written, it is a
subtle and nuanced analysis of the gender dynamics in this form of
African Christianity.
Jane Soothill is very aware of the difficulties posed by her
position as a female, British scholar, versed in the gender debates of
the Western academy. As she notes, the "book looks at the lives and
experiences of
· African women', which requires the researcher to be
doubly aware perhaps of the relationship between the 'Self and
'Other', especially given the history of European women's
engagement with their African counterparts." This is something she
does very well.
.
Soothill looks at Pentecostalism and gender in an historical
perspective. before moving on to contemporary patterns. Looking back
to the evangelical move in the USA, she notes that "on the whole the
evangelical movement was not a feminist one" but that "many women,
when they did move from evangelicalism to feminism, took with them
the knowledge and skills they had learnt" in their churches. These
claims are often made for Pentecostalism in other parts of the world.
Soothill examines the work of Salvatore Cucchiari and Elizabeth
Brusco, writing from southern European perspectives and Latin
American perspectives, while going on to look in some detail at the
claims of Ruth Marshall-Fratani with regard to Pentecostalism, gender
and power in Africa. It was upon much of this material that David
Martin based his somewhat ecstatic conclusion that Pentecostalism is
in fact a "women's movement"; a "sisterhood of shared experience".
Martin points to the "buried intelligentsia who through their
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involvement in the churches more arid more actively relate to each
other and sustain each other". Jane Soothill is more circumspect and
more complex in her analysis, concluding that "the gender discourses
of Charismatic Christianity are used in multiple ways to challenge old
cultural forms, to create new ones, and to generate renewed forms of
legitimacy for "traditional' gender norms". She concludes that
,
essentially"[they do] not challenge the structures that reinforce and
perpetuate gender inequalities"
Two remarkable figures in Ghanaian Pentecostalism, Francesca
Duncan-Williams and Christie Doe Tetteh emerge in the chapter
entitled "Big Women, Small Girls'.' Soothi11 was quite clearly
impressed (maybe even a little overawed) by these "big, women".
Soothill feels their power, but they also feel hers, and their
relationship was marked by a definite tension. For me this was a
particularly fascinating part of the book. She explores the relationship
of power between born-again women and argues that leading female
figures such as these exert considerable authority over other women in
their respective churches. Concluding her marvellous study of these
two figures Soothill concludes: "The new churches appeal to many
women primarily not because they provide opportunities for
communal solidarity-though they may do this to some extent-but
because they provide access to the spiritual power of prophetic
individuals."
While these "big women" have enormous power, other women
can also access it and often do, particularly in relation to their men. In
Chapter Six entitled 'Men, Marriage and Modernity" the author
examines the. influence of this form of Christianity on the
understanding ': of marriage and how "born-again women access
spiritual power through charismatic practices and use it to try to
mediate changes in their gendered relationships."
Going back to the late Adrian Hastings and Richard Gray, and
more recently in the work of Paul Gifford and J.D.Y Peel amongst
others, . the School of Oriental and African Studies, has made an
important contribution to the understanding of African Christianity. In
this book Jane Soothill has made an impressive contribution to that
tradition and claimed a significant place in the field.
Patrick Claffey
Milltown Institute of Theology and Philosophy, Dublin, Ireland.
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